(Disintegration, 1/170) 


Intro 


They were astral dragons. The least of them — Roroku, surely — possessed a hundred 
capabilities, breath with the heat of suns, a v6 to break any spell, parents who had conquered 
worlds. The greatest of them — Osoth ruled life and death, Gyovanth never lost a battle. And 
together they broke gods to splinters and small people to dust. 


But ultimately they found or constructed a foe against which claws and teeth and breath and 
sorcery alike were useless. And it was simply that they were astral dragons. 


Apologia 


Of course | wasn’t there for any of the interesting parts of this story — or or even for the boring 
parts that | hope I’ve snipped out of it. | am a fairly busy lizard — and, because of some serious 
misinterpretation of my mating flight, | either have plenty of honor and to spare, or | have 
dishonored myself beyond all hope of repair, I’m not sure which. In any case, | don’t need to go 
exploring, or maybe | don’t get to go exploring. 


But | do get to arrange and sponsor explorers. 


And, as an inevitable and semi-enviable consequence, | get to tell their stories afterwards. This 
is particularly important when many of them can’t tell their stories themselves, and others could 
but won't. If the prize of the explorer is honor, and the penalty dishonor, then then who but the 
queen should distribute the prizes, and with liberally-spread claws at that? 


So, apologies in advance for certain fictions and inaccuracies, in case your veriception is better 
than the concealment spells | have used while composing this story. | have, more than once, 
made up whole conversations from a few scraps of description: Roroku told me “Then we talked 
about our mating flights for a while”, and, as | knew Roroku and Tultamaan and Yarenton fairly 
well, | filled that out into a great many specific words, to be a memorial of sorts for those who 
are lost. When | didn’t know someone well — Xilobrax, say, or the non-dragons — | generally 
assumed that they spoke with all the eloquence and wit that | could come up with. 


Sequentia 


Events happened more or less in the order | wrote them down in, except in the case of selected 
castaways. But only “more or less”. If you’re a diligent historian — be aware that | am not one. 
Nothing close. Contact me or the survivors for more details. 


Starting up the Exploring Company was not a terribly urgent matter, and nobody was in much of 
a hurry about it. lf Tultamaan hadn’t reminded me frequently, it might not have happened at all. 
It took about four years from the time that Quel Quen moved to Hove to the time that the 
company set off. 


Que! Quen in the Courts of Hove (2/170) 


Quel Quen in the Courts of Hove 


The current Queen’s Formal Court in Hove doubles as an open-air amphitheatre when I’m not 
using it, which is most of the time. Actually it started out life as an open-air amphitheatre on the 
hot, rainless Mnelnithan Island, centuries ago, during the brief and brilliant career of the 
Thespian Heroes of Mnelnia. Now it’s mostly used for reconstructed Thespian-Heroic plays, with 
interludes of Thespian-Heroic plays adjusted to the modern era, and attracts tourists who arrive 
thinking themselves to be extremely cultured, and who depart knowing themselves to be 
extremely overheated. But that’s towards the end of the day. In the beginning of the day, | 
sometimes take over the stadium, using the powers of my office as Half of the Absolute and 
Unquestioned Dictator of Hove, and hold court there. (As long as my visitors can ignore the 
occasional stagehand. | don’t have the authority to get rid of the stagehands. I’m not a very 
good dictator.) 


And the reporters. (Spying by hoven governments was a bit of a problem. They would disguise 
their spies as stagehands, and have them listen to us secretly. This inevitably resulted in the 
stagework not getting done well, or not getting done at all. And that meant that the amphitheatre 
wanted us out. So instead we invited newspapers to send reporters to listen to everything and 
tell everyone everything. That put an end to the spying, and to the amphitheatre wanting us out. 
When we really wanted privacy we spoke in Grand Draconic, or by spells. (I hadn’t noticed 
before, but we never wanted privacy that much when speaking with small people.) Anyhow, now 
you know how imposing a queen | am.) 


The visitor of the day was Quel Quen. | had imagined the great explorer as a massive hulking 
beast, like my non-father-in-law the redoubtable Rankotherium, who in his youth slew the gods 
of Mhel with his might and his breath, and in his adulthood tried and failed to find a dragoness to 
marry his perverted son. But Quel Quen was nothing of the sort. He was a tidy little drake, not 
too much bigger than me — which makes him quite small for a male. His scales were gold and 
crimson, in a pattern of diamonds and lozenges, and he sported a great many tiny spikes in a 
nicely symmetrical triple ridge down his back. He brought one companion, the drake 
Hhreamsen: not much larger, considerably spikier, and orange and brown and crimson. 


He and Hhreamsen gave their formal curtseys. “We are pleased to formally accept your 
welcome! We have brought you tribute, on the hopes that the many and fierce dragons who 
dwell in this world shall be appeased and not chase us back into the outer void!” 


[Bonus post! (3/170)] 


| fluttered down — | was perched on one rim of the amphitheatre — and politely snatched the 
package out of his forepaw. | glanced at it — a small chest or crate, tightly bound with metal, 
without any magic or gods or, for that matter, structural flaws or danger or moving masses of air. 
(Dragons have a lot of sensory modes. | am missing one of the best, but | still have the 
occasionally-useful ones like those.) “I accept your tribute, and grant you the freedom of Hove, 
to pass here and there as you will, so long as you observe the proper subservience towards the 
native dragons and their rights and properties.” Which is all very etiquette and not to be taken 
seriously. “Actually | don’t know if it makes any sense to formally welcome you to Hove, since 
you were here before me.” 


Quel Quen grinned a neatly-fanged grin. “It is your territory, O Queen, and would not the rituals 
of royalty be the same if you were the dozenth ruler of Hove, not the first?” 


“| suppose they would be. | hope | never find out. If anyone managed to depose me, | doubt I’d 
try to get the throne back. And if they depose me less nicely, I'll be dead. Unless my friend the 
necromancer doesn't let me do even that.” | realized | was babbling in the presence of the 
famous explorer, and tried to get the conversation back in order. “How do you find Hove, now 
that it is a dragon-world?” 


He sat on his haunches and curled his tail neatly around his paws. A stage hand dropped some 
metal prop, which clattered against racks or rocks. “It is a surprise, every time, to see which 
worlds are swiftly and cleanly conquered, and which worlds are taken messily or not at all.” 


“Which was Hove to be?” 


“| had guessed that Hove would be taken by flame and claw, with grosses of dragons needed to 
chase down and slaughter rebellions in every corner of this round and cornerless world. Grands 
of grands of hovens dead, and dozens of dragons as well. A bloodless conquest is the last thing 
| expected.” 


“A conquestless conquest! We don’t rule here, or not to speak of. And not exactly bloodless 
either: grands of hovens died, and one of my fiancés too.” | cocked my head to him. “And that’s 
not the story | was expecting from your brief description of Hove!” 


He curled his tail, a bit embarrassed. “The brief description was, not to put too fine a point on it, 
brief. You had conquered Hove, or non-conquered it, by the time | was ready to write the details 
out. | had to dig out another world to make my guidebook be the proper three-dozen worlds 
long.” 


“Did you go out exploring some more and find one?” 
“No, nothing so challenging! | leafed through my notebooks and picked the best of the worlds | 


hadn't planned on mentioning. Or rather, the least awful of them. Just me and Hhreamsen 
fretting about whether Palisen would do, or should we use Exequir, or perhaps the perpetual 


lightnings of Def-dauph are not so very bad after all? After two days Hhreamsen bit my tail and 
told me to pick one,” said Quel Quen. 


“Which was it?” A trio of hovens scampered up a pole next to me, muttering “Excuse us, 
ma’am”, and fussing with the lighting system. 


“You shall have to read the book to discover!” 
“Immediately after you depart!” | said, and flicked at the latches on the tribute-chest to open it. 


Quel Quen chuckled. “Longer than that; the last two chapters have yet to be written! Including 
the one about a world that only Hhreamsen and | know which it is. No, the box of papers that 
you are opening is our original research notes on Hove itself. | have no idea what use they will 
be to you, or to anyone. But there they are.” 


| beamed, quite honestly. “Oh, that is quite a thoughtful present! We have the beginning of a 
Royal Archive, with a few documents and diaries and details. Your notes shall have a place of 
honor among them! If, indeed, notes are capable of honor. That might be a property reserved for 
dragons, or perhaps for intelligent beings more broadly.” 


Hhreamsen puffed smoke. “In fact we are here on a matter of honor.” 


“Oh? What sort of matter of honor could have brought you to Hove?” | was worried! | expected 
that somehow one of my more important subjects had offended Quel Quen, in a way that no 
mere bloody duel could satisfy, and | was going to spend the next two years trying to arrange 
for, say, Tultamaan to give some peculiar compensation to Quel Quen short of the entirety of 
Tultamaan’s life’s blood. That’s what it usually means. 


Que! Quen's Tribute (4/170) 


“Well, as you are sure to have guessed, | and nearly everyone in my exploring company are 
bachelors,” said Quel Quen. Court etiquette requires asking for favors of royalty in the most 
oblique way imaginable. Sometimes it’s so that the queen can figure it out and present the 
supplicant with the favor as if it were the queen’s own idea. I’m not sure why anyone thinks 
that's a good thing. The rest of the time it’s so the queen can figure it out and not say anything, 
so that she doesn’t have to deny an outright request, which might offend the supplicant. | hate 
this custom, mostly because | am impatient and not always that good at figuring out what people 
want from the oblique hints. 


“I’m not sure | thought much about it. For one thing, | didn’t quite know that you have a whole 
exploring company. Everyone just says ‘Quel Quen discovered Hove’ and leaves it at that.” 


“Well, yes, there is a company, or there was; we have largely retired from the exploring trade. It 
has grown and it has shrunk, but at its height it was some three dozen dragons, to say nothing 
of a dozen small people who contributed various useful specialities. | am the captain, as well as 
the spokesman, the writer, the charismatic face. But we have travel mages, and protection 


mages, and biologists, and information mages, and doctors, and diplomats, and magicologists, 
and poets, and cartographers, and various other specialties such as became useful now and 
then. To say nothing of a substantial contingent of guards. Unexplored worlds hold more 
surprises and dangers than dwellers on safe worlds generally like to think about.” 


“Truly? What could intimidate three dozen dragons? Aside from four dozen dragons, of course.” 


“A gross of the sky-warriors of Twern could; or a dozen of the great machiomancers of Evsnaun, 
or a single one of the gods of Arbolien. Or our friend Lliashatheny, who is like a dragon and yet 
no dragon, who constructs several devices that we rely on when astral magic is insufficient, say; 
we do not know all of its capabilities, and its ways are mysterious to us.” 


| blinked at him, and caught a swaying cable that the electricians had dropped. “I know nothing 
about these worlds.” 


“There is no reason why you would! We visited them, and judged them too deadly to be worth 
the effort to colonize. So they are locked away in our notebooks: sometimes with the 
reach-scale attached, and sometimes with it destroyed.” 


“| beg your pardon, great Quel Quen. What do you mean by ‘reach-scale’?” 


“Ah! It is a term of art in exploring, or more precisely in advanced Travel magic. When you came 
to Hove first, | suspect, you used the Triangular Cyclonette?” 


| %-spread my wings and tilted my head, which is the draconic gesture that means “Yes; your 
great and intense perceptions and/or wisdoms have seen and/or understood the entire situation, 
for which honor is due to you.” We are greatly concerned with honor, as a species — probably 
too much. 


“When you came, did not your Travel-mage have an oval charm or talisman of steel, which, in 
fact, was obtained from my copyist on Chiriact not quite by the strictly and most legitimate 
methods?” asked Quel Quen, curving his tail downwards and spreading his claws to indicate 
that, if an offense had been committed, | was not the lizard under suspicion and need not be 
concerned about my own honor. 


“She had such an oval, indeed, though | never heard the full story of how it came to be in our 
fiancé‘s possession,” | admitted. 


“A pity — it is an interesting story, containing, as it does, elements of theft, bribery and even 
outright lies, and involving Lliashatheny as well as actual dragons. Evidently that most artificial 
and crafty of monsters was under the impression that, as lies are noxious to our species in both 
perception and honor, we never resort to them. Still, that is a matter for the legal system of 
Chiriact, which declines to consider it because the royal family is accused. One of several 
reasons for my upcoming request, or, more in accordance with court etiquette, the request that | 
shall be hinting at but not directly saying.” Quel Quen paused to cough an elegant but tiny cone 
of flame. “But | believe | digress. That oval, or some such talisman, is required by the relatively 


simple spell of the Triangular Cyclonette, in order to tell it where to go. Without such a sigil, or 
some similar but entirely mnemonic construct, the Triangular Cyclonette would simply be unable 
to get to anywhere.” 


“| didn’t know that,” | said. “Our Travel mage was my rival in the mating flight, and she did not 
explain all matters.” 


“Well, the Triangular Cyclonette cannot be used to explore new worlds. It is used for 
transportation, for getting from here to there, when there are no established bridges. It would not 
do for it to be forever popping vacationers and mating-flighters into unexpected universes! For 
that, a far heavier, more polygonal, and windier spell is needed: the Pentagonal Cyclone,” said 
Quel Quen. 


“A spell that shows up in the memoirs of all the greatest explorers,” | said, to prove that | had 
read some of these memoirs and to hint that Quel Quen was one of these explorers. This is 
polite. 


“And also all of the least great,” said Quel Quen. “The Pentagonal Cyclone has several 
functions — five of them, hence the name. One of these is to produce a tunnel to a world that 
has never before known astral dragons. Let us call this world Anywhorld. Now, the one casting 
of the Cyclone allows one to fly to Anywhorld through the tunnel, and the tunnel will last for 
some months. But once it closes — or is closed by a few sharp blows from some annoyed 
dragon’s v6 — what then? The Pentagonal Cyclone never goes to the same world twice, so is 
there no way to return to Anywhorld? 


| chuckled smokily, and spread my wing-shaped ears. “Since Hove, where we are now, was 
once such an Anywhorld, there must be some way to return. | do hope you are about to tell me 
what it is!” 


“Indeed | am!” said Quel Quen. “Another one of the Pentagonal Cyclone’s five sides is to 
produce a reach-scale: a rough and stony flake, not wholly unlike a petrified mid-flank scale. 
The reach-scale is a useful thing! For one thing, it can inform the Triangular Cyclonette how to 
get to Anywhorld. Rather like that steel oval in function, although different in shape and, for that 
matter, in legal provenance. ” 


“| note that the theft of the Hove-oval is a sore spot with you,” | said, because after a duodecade 
or two of queening one starts to notice such things when they are crammed up one’s ears often 
enough. “I will take this injury into consideration should you wish for anything from Hove.” 


Hope (5/170) 


“| could hope for no more!” said Quel Quen, presumably meaning that he could realistically hope 
for a great deal more. “But | return to the story. The reach-scale, of course, is a single scale, and 
allows only a single travel-mage to open paths to Anywhorld. It can be transcribed, with some 
great difficulty and with highly specialized tools — and considerable expense, | might add — 
onto steel ovals. | believe that Lliashatheny has made three sets of the tools; the one | am most 


familiar with — and plan to become less familiar with soon — is in the possession of 
Sckliara-Math on Chiriact. Reach-scribes such as Sckliara-Math charge quite high fees for their 
labors. Furthermore, they do not come cheap, nor, as it happens, are their prices moderate.” 


“Ah, this explains both the steel oval that somehow came into our possession, and why its loss 
still gnaws on your wingtips. Oh! there were a dozen ovals, leading to a dozen promising worlds. 
All were stolen; were any returned?” | said, remembering the miserable first days of my 
adulthood. 


“They were not, and | should be grateful for their recovery. Well, except for Plurdat. That infinite 
swamp full of frogs was less than promising.” Quel Quen chuckled smokily. “In any case, 
exploring at its heart is a very simple matter. We use the Pentagonal Cyclone to visit a world 
and get a reach-scale leading there. If the world is not of interest, be it uninhabitable or too 
dangerous or unpleasant, we close the Cyclone and destroy the scale, and that world is forever 
unreachable. If the world is of interest, we send the reach-scale off to be copied.” 


”...And stolen,” | added. “I imagine that the simplicity of exploring reveals a considerable 
complexity once the details are seen.” 


“It does, in fact!” exclaimed Quel Quen. “You have understood me completely! Indeed, so many 
complexities and even dangers that | wish to retire from the profession, and rest upon the few 
laurels and gold coins that | have achieved from many, many duodecades out-world. Or rather, 
from a few duodecades out-world, and many many duodecades at home distilling the out-world 
experiences into books and steel ovals.” 


My tongue caught the scent of a pending implied request! “And have you yet chosen which 
world will have the honor of your most illustrious retirement?” 


“The matter has not been entirely settled,” said Hhreamsen. Which meant, presumably, that they 
had no idea whatsoever. 


“Well, if | may be so rude and even downright vicious as to add another choice of world to the 
list of places which would grant you some modest fraction of the respect to which your many 
adventures and contributions to draconity ought to entitle you, please do me the great honor of 
contemplating returning to Hove to dwell,” | blithered courtsomely. 


Both drakes grinned and %-spread their wings. “We are of course entirely taken by surprise at 
this generous and unexpected offer!” As if they weren't asking for it, and as if they didn’t know 
we'd accept pretty much anydragon. 


“But a minor technical addendum remains,” said Quel Quen. “One is not entirely sure how to 
approach this issue in suitable courtly language, for it is not precisely the sort of issue that is 
discussed openly in court at all.” Which | immediately understood as saying that Quel Quen and 
Hhreamsen were lovers and wished to take advantage of Hove’s wicked, disgusting, and 
unsuccessful customs to be allowed to marry. And we would spend the next dozen minutes, or 
even hours, dancing around the point, unless | did something. 


“Well, then, one mustn’t frighten the courtiers.” | peered at the stagehands working on their light, 
and the reporters who had no idea what we were saying. (And their recording machinery was 
off. We do enforce the death penalty for small people attempting to study Grand Draconic.) “Or 
give them horrid ideas, as the case may be.” The drakes flattened their spikes a touch, so | 
added, “One is not sure how one could shock or surprise the theatrical sort of courtier, 
especially since they don’t speak Grand Draconic, but it’s the principle of the thing. Let’s go 
flying and discuss the matter more plainly in the sky.” At which they grinned. 


Above the Mnelnian Islands, Floret the tornado-tentacled sun gave every drake’s scale a pink 
shine. Not mine, I’m a matte-black monster of utterly uninteresting appearance. “So. This matter 
which is not to be discussed at court, and which makes Hove particularly interesting to you.” 


“Well. | am given to understand that you, yourself, delight in amatory and amicable love of all 
sorts...” said Hhreamsen. 


“Actually | don't,” | said, rather sharply. “I have not the slightest sensation of touch, due to an 
accident at my Great Separation. Tangible pleasures hold not the slightest interest to me. | 
would be far happier if the topic did not happen to arise for the rest of my lifetime. Unfortunately, 
| seem to be the only dragon of this opinion, and | have fallen in with a pack of dragons who are 
rather obsessed with, as you phrase it, amatory and amicable love of all sorts.” 


“Forgive Hhreamsen, O great queen!” cried Quel Quen. | fluttered my wings to indicate that 
forgiveness was upon him, and that it was a matter of no concern whatsoever. “He is a fine 
chap, but sometimes given to using the wrong pronoun. He meant, of course, that you, the 
collection of all dragons on Hove, collectively and generally delight in matters of love. Even 
variations on love that are not acceptable elsewhere among the dragon-worlds.” 


“That is a respectable and sensible description of the dragons of Hove. Though | do not assert 
that the dragons of Hove are themselves either wholly respectable or wholly sensible,” | 
conceded. Our actual reputation is far, far ruder. 


(6/170) 


“Well, as it happens, Hhreamsen and | have been partners in exploration for many duodecades. 
Yet not all the exploration has been external and cross-world. Some of it, and by no means the 
least important to our persons, has occurred within the confines of our home together. And, not 
to put too fine a point on it, within the cozy cavern in which we sleep — but not, as it happens, 
within which we just sleep,” said Quel Quen. His voice was rushy and ragged and nervous. He 
was not used to discussing it so openly. Especially to someone who didn’t entirely approve and 
was, despite her collection of extramarital lovers, was rather a prude. 


But | am a prude who is used to dealing with dragons whose prudishness is weak. “And, if | may 
venture a guess, you wish to establish a similar cozy cavern on Hove, in which you dwell 


together and share all manner of ...” Another dragon would have probably said “bodily fluids”, 
and | should have done, but | am a prude. ”... facets of life.” 


“To start with. Do pairs of drakes hold territory on Hove?” asked Quel Quen. Which is to say: can 
they be married? 


“The answer is complicated,” | admitted. “It was tried at first, with now-King Ythac and his 
husband LlIredh, but it was not a notable success. It was also an attempt at conquest by direct 
force, which is the wrong approach to use on Hove. They still hold a small territory in the 
traditional sense, but nobody else does. Not even my husband and |: we have a substantial 
territory, but hold it by wing-claw.” Which is a complex legal term that indicates that we have 
various rights and privileges over it, but not some of the most important privileges of true 
territory-owners, like killing intruders and ruling the small people who choose to inhabit it. 


“But all dragons on Hove hold their territory by wing-claw, is it not so? Except for Ythac and 
Llredh.” said Hhreamsen. 


“Yes. Our dominion over Hove is a light burden on us, and a light burden on the small people.” 
Most of whom are not so dominated that they have even noticed being dominated, like the 
stagehands who yell at us constantly. They mostly pay us so that we prevent them from killing 
each other. 


“But do couples of drakes hold territory by wing-claw, or only the standard and traditional 
drake-and-dragoness couples, such as your own?” asked Hhreamsen. 


“Both, in fact. Drake-and-dragoness couples are not so common as all that on Hove, so we 
have to fill in with drake-and-drakes.” That sounded contemptuous to my ears as soon as | said 
it, so | tried to wash it away with: “Which is to say, nobody moves to Hove as a first choice. 
Drake-and-dragoness couples come here when they have experienced some slight or injustice 
to which they cannot get suitable recourse. Not so many of them, because they will generally 
have territory on other worlds, and giving up even a small territory is a hard matter. 
Drake-and-drake couples come here because we disapprove less of such things than anywhere 
else. Indeed, we hold that there is no dishonor in it whatsoever.” 


“But no honor either, | take it?” asked Quel Quen quietly. 


“Well, it’s a love match, not a proper marriage obtained by defeating other dragons in a mating 
flight. There’s not much honor to be had in simply falling in love, is there?” | said. “Which should 
hardly concern you. Your many adventures and expeditions will give you a great hoard of honor 
— more than my ridiculous and broken mating flight, to be sure! — and if you wish to spend 
some of it on a marriage together, nobody on Hove could do other than give you all possible 
respect.” 


“We chose each other on our second expedition,” said Quel Quen casually. Oh, good, he 
sounded basically happy with the tentative arrangements. 


“Well, that’s surely as good as a mating flight,” | said, just as casually. And, as | am a rather 
stupid lizard, | didn’t realize for several days that | had revised the heart of draconic marriage. 


The Marriage of Quel Quen and Hhreamsen (7/170) 


The Marriage of Quel Quen and Hhreamsen 


We don’t yet have a proper Grand Pyramid on Hove for performing proper weddings. A proper 
Grand Pyramid is a pseudosphere, like a trumpet standing on its bell. Exceedingly tall and 
exceedingly thin, with perching-spots all over, each of which has a good view of the top. A 
proper wedding is a display of triumph and arrogance. 


Anyhow, we used Khamrou Tirbiklak, the pointiest of the mountains of one of Hove’s mountain 
ranges. | spent four days in the Khamrous the month before, melting off some of Khamrou 
Tirbiklak’s more inconvenient ridges, and trying to give it a slightly more symmetrical and proper 
shape. That worked only so well, and left long trails of aa and obsidian dripping down the sides, 
but it would have to do. 


On the day of the ceremony, we were delighted and rather surprised to see well over a hundred 
forty-four dragons show up: nearly two gross in fact. Not a huge party compared to some 
weddings, but there are fewer than five gross of dragons on Hove altogether. And two or three 
dozen were from offworld: members of Quel Quen’s exploring company mostly. Which is more 
than any other urning marriage we've had on Hove! (That means “drake+drake’”.) 


Quel Quen and Hhreamsen and some of their companions flew around Khamrou Tirbiklak nine 
times, breathing their brightest breaths into the sky each time. Here are two significant 
differences from other weddings you may have attended. First, unlike a normal wedding, only 
the one couple was getting married: you’d expect three couples, or two if it’s from as miserable 
a botchery as my mating flight. Second, Quel Quen flew clockwise and Hhreamsen flew 
counter-clockwise, as if to say that they were in different categories despite both being drakes. 


Then Quel Quen and Hhreamsen landed on the topmost peak of Knamrou Tirbiklak, their claws 
scrabbling a bit on freshly-melted aa. Their companions flew to lower points on the side of the 
mountain, dropping out of the ceremony. Here’s another departure from a regular wedding: Quel 
Quen and Hhreamsen did not come in first in their exploring company, for the simple reason that 
there is not any particular concept of pecking order or dominance in anything but a mating flight. 
They were not, in particular, claiming to have beaten their companions. This is somewhat 
confusing but we decided, in advance, to ignore it. 


Quel Quen breathed a column of flame into the sky. “I claim the right to choose a mate! Is there 
any dragon in the exploring company who will dispute me? No, there is none — there can be 
none!” Again, this departed from the usual wording by not claiming to be first or have beaten the 
others. 


The rest of his exploring companions answered, “You have the right! You may select a mate, O 
Quel Quen!” The usual words cede primacy and dominance to the first-choosing dragoness. 


“Then | take Hhreamsen as my mate!” roared Quel Quen. Hhreamsen blushed until his scales 
were on the point of melting, from happiness or from embarrassment at having his private vice 
proclaimed in front of a whole world, | don’t know. “He will guard my territory with me, he will 
strike my foes from the left as | strike them from the right!” Traditional enough, but omitting the 
clause about fertilizing eggs, due to a congenital lack of eggs. 


Hhreamsen flew over to Quel Quen, breathing sparks of lightning. “I take Quel Quen as my 
mate! He will guard my territory with me, he will strike my foes from the right as | strike from the 
left!” And the two of them flew together, wingtips brushing wingtips as they spiraled up and down 
Khamrou Tirbiklak. They came to the royal balconies, and split to fly around the mountain, and 
landed together on the peak. My husband and |, and King Ythac and his husband LIredh, did 
our very best to look dignified and elegant. The other three managed it, and nobody paid any 
attention to me, | hope. 


A usual wedding would have two more couples getting married at that point. Ythac says that 
several of the expedition-members glanced meaningfully at each other, but they didn’t actually 
fly up and do it. 


So Ythac pronounced a very modified but approximately traditional benediction upon the couple. 
(Much of an improvement over our weddings, at which the king pronounced an outright 
execration: an entirely deserved one given how much we broke the ritual and made a mockery 
of his decisions in our flight.) It was long, so | won't quote the whole of it. But it had useful 
advice that one gives to new couples, such as the obligatory combat advice: 


I’ve noticed that Quel Quen breathes fire, and Hhreamsen breathes lightning. Now, 
lots of dragons don’t use more than the Small Wall. Which is a decent little 
defensive spell, but it is, notably, small. It can be tilted this way or that, so it can 
block fire and it can block lightning. But, as a married couple, you should learn to 
coordinate your movements and your breaths in battle, so that without any visible 
signal you can both breathe at the same enemy at once. And if that enemy has just 
the Small Wall, it can’t be tilted to block both fire and lightning at the same time, so 
one of your breaths will get through. And not just the Small Wall! Even a very good 
defensive spell, like the Hoplonton, will suffer when struck twice at the same instant. 


and the obligatory advice on running a territory: 


Now, you might expect your home territory to be your own and entirely your own. 
But, inevitably, you will have visitors! But, inevitably, they will arrive just as you start 
an extended session of coitus! There is no helping it; it is inevitable; it is probably 
the revenge of the hovens we slaughtered to rule this world, or perhaps our own 
dead children. 


Still, you must not treat your visitors as the gobbets of cosmic retribution that they 
probably will act like! You must be nice to them! Accept their tribute, even if it is 
petty and puny, as it surely will be! Especially accept it if it is purely conceptual or 
verbal! | think I’ve only gotten actual physical tribute four times since | moved to 
Hove, and three of those were from Jyothky before she figured out how little use we 
have for formal etiquette here. [Utterly false, | might add; he and | get plenty of 
tribute. ] 


Especially, if they are simply passing through — massive monsters of passage 
seem to be all over, Zooming hither and yon. Dragons are in such a hurry these 
days! They might not stop for long at your home. Is it acceptable, in these uncouth 
modern times, for them to simply circle you in the sky and make gestures of 
submission and subservience? | should think so! You may be within your rights to 
fly up and drive them off — But, | ask you, is it worth it to drive off some lumbering 
lizard who’s already leaving? 


It was an amazingly traditional wedding, in other words. Except in a few fundamental matters, 
such as the lack of a Grand Pyramid, the ratio of brides to grooms, and, most troublesome of all, 
the lack of a mating flight. 


But everyone regarded Quel Quen and Hhreamsen as married after that, which is more than 
can be said of Evrath and Charimaan. 


Tarcuna (8/170 


| have a small collection of involuntary hoven slaves. By “involuntary” | mean that neither they 
nor | have much choice in the matter. | rescued them by magic and surgery from the 
mind-controlling worms that infest a few hovens. Unless one is somewhat lucky and knows just 
how to do it (which we have only recently learned, or are still in the process of learning), the 
brain-nodules that compel the victim to obey the worm are often injured in ways that keep them 
somewhat active, condemning the recovered victim to a hopeless (or at any rate incurable) love. 
Often enough the hopeless love is of the person who performed the cure, though in one 
noteworthy case the victim escaped it altogether for three years, then suddenly found herself in 
hopeless love with the second bassoonist in an orchestra performance she was watching. 


Hovens in hopeless love with dragons are rather more common, since draconic healing spells 
are quite helpful at the harder cases of rescuing hovens from worms. They are rather worse off. 
| don’t know who has it worse. Perhaps Llredh’s slaves, whom he treats as concubines and 
frequently require considerable healing magic afterwards. Or perhaps my slaves, with whom | 
am never physically intimate no matter how much they wish | would be, even though they know 
what happens to Llredh’s. Actually anyone who’s ever been wormridden is worse off than 
anyone who hasn't, or so | hear. 


Tarcuna is the oldest and most hopeless of my slaves. | rescued her on a whim when | first 
discovered the worms, before | knew anything much about them, and | did a terrible job of it. 


Her arm is half-paralyzed despite a lot of magic and surgery, and she has a vast hole in her 
mind where her sense of fear and self-preservation ought to go. She has been exceedingly 
useful to me in our conquest of Hove — or, equally, exceedingly useful to Hove in that she did 
more than anyone else in keeping our conquest limited and generally useful to the people we 
conquered. (Or, for “people we conquered” read “people we got ourselves hired by”.) 


Tarcuna had not been permitted to attend my wedding. We weren't sure that we would escape it 
alive, much less any small, defenseless, and injured people that we brought. Also | was afraid 
she’d explode from an excess of jealousy. (Hovens are not actually incendiary, but she has been 
spending too much time with dragons, and might possibly have picked up some of our worse 
habits.) She did not quite explode, but she kicks my husband in the nose whenever his nose is 
low enough. | won't let him kill her, no matter how much she customarily deserves it. (That’s an 
obligatory obnoxious comment from me. Nrararn has never attempted to hurt Tarcuna, and 
treats her with plenty of dignity and respect, despite all the kicking. Nrararn is an utter gem.) 


“Dragon marriages are peculiar. Or silly. Actually I’m sure they're silly,” said Tarcuna to me, as 
she was sweeping my bed that night. 


“Please explain, O Tarcuna, for | do not find them either peculiar or silly.” 


“Well. The essence of a marriage is love, | should think. Hoven weddings are all full of love and 
love symbols — you can’t eat a meatball without it having the paired-larks symbol on it, or at 
least the linked circles symbol,” said Tarcuna. 


“That's weddings in the Trestean style. Each country or continent on Hove has its own form, as 
different from one another as larks from sharks,” | pointed out. | have attended an extraordinary 
total of four (4) hoven weddings, each on a different continent, each for a different reason, and 
each in a different shape. 


“Yes, but they’re al/ about love,” said Tarcuna. 


“Not in Ghemelia,” | argued, because Tarcuna was wrong. “Ghemelian weddings are practically 
business transactions between clans. Trading one scared and underaged girl for another, and 
incidentally giving each of them a husband in the process. Who has the right to all but rape her.” 


“You're a fine one to talk! When | met you you were on a mating flight, with six drakes who all 
but had the right to rape you!” 


| flicked my tailtip. “Seven, at the time. Poor Greshthanu. | never actually got to copulate with 
him. The one time | asked, he behaved like | was trying to rape him. Actually, considering how 
terrible a lover | am, he’s probably better off dead than married to me.” | am not entirely serious 
about this, but | am not without regrets about my assorted failings and flaws. 


“You're not terrible. You’d be all / need,” mumbled Tarcuna, or rather mumbled some localized 
love-nodule brain damage through Tarcuna’s mouth. We have this sort of conversationlet at 


least three times a week. “Anyhow! On a mating flight, every drake bangs every dragoness, and 
if somedragon isn’t willing, too bad. That makes it rape.” 


“I’m the only dragoness this gross-year who wasn’t willing, and | was willing, too, | just had to 
talk myself into it. And none of the drakes tried to force me.” | cocked my head. “Except 
Tultamaan, and the only force he exerted was the force of morality, logic, and custom.” 


“And that’s all the force that’s usually applied to those poor Ghemelian girls, too! The ones you 
said were as good as getting raped,” said Tarcuna. She has the very annoying habit of ripping 
my wings off with my own words and stuffing them down my throat. “Anyhow. We're not talking 
about how you got coerced into unwanted sexual activity by sociological forces on your mating 
flight. Or even in your marriage —” 
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| curled my tail defensively. “That’s coercion by biological forces. If | ever want to have fertile 
eggs, everyone’s best off if they have three fathers. Since | didn’t do that on my mating flight 
very much, | have to do it now, when it’s much more awkward.” 


“| was thinking more about your schedule for boinking your husband. | know that bores you to 
tears. You complain about it every twelve days.” 


“| complain about everything! If there were ever a proclamation of the Universal Rights of Beings 
Capable of Speech, I’m sure that complaining about things would be the first and most 
cherished of them,” | said. Proving that expressing ridiculous opinions would be the second. 


“Anyway! Back to where we started!” said Tarcuna, whacking me about the muzzle a few times 
with her broom. | pretended that she was checking if | had somehow recovered my long-lost 
sense of touch, rather than expressing any sort of disrespect. (I hadn’t. She was.) “We were 
discussing love and marriage! Hovens put the two together where they belong. Dragons don’t — 
and don’t even seem to think that they have anything to do with each other.” 


“Well, they don’t have anything to do with each other. Hovens making love matches wind up in 
stupid ridiculous marriages as often as not, and need to get unmarried and try again. And 
sometimes again and again until they get it right — or until they just stop changing their minds,” 
| said, because | am a cruel and vicious monster. Tarcuna has married two of her Hoven 
girlfriends — both times we needed to change a Hoven country’s laws so that girls could marry 
girls. Neither marriage lasted a year. Neither wife could stand Tarcuna’s permacrush on me. 


Tarcuna put the broom back in its closet, and sat on my snout, facing my eyes. “Maybe they 
shouldn't have everything to do with each other, but you dragons don’t let them have anything to 
do with each other. You don’t love Nrararn.” Dragons can sense lies. Tarcuna knows that, and 
never lies to me any more. But her last sentence had the overripe cloying character of a matter 


of faith: not quite a lie, but a belief held by force of will against considerable evidence and actual 
truth. 


“That's not true! | do! I’m just a bit less intense about it than people who can experience sex,” | 
said. 


“You wouldn’t challenge countries and dragon-kings and all to keep him, not the way that Ythac 
and Llredh would for each other,” said Tarcuna. 


“| didn’t need to!” | pointed out. Dragonesses never need to fight to get married: rather the 
opposite. 


“But you wouldn't,” said Tarcuna, rocking on my muzzle. “If you hadn’t felt obliged to be married, 
as a dragoness’s duty, you'd still be single.” 


“Yes,” | admitted. 


“You don’t love Nrararn, because you wouldn’t have married him if you didn’t have to, and if you 
had a free choice today you would still not marry him. You don’t love Osoth, or any of the other 
drakes you have sex with,” said Tarcuna. 


“lam doing my duty to everybody, or as much of everybody as | can manage.” 
“You are pretty much letting them rape you! You don’t desire them at all!” 


“Rape is about consent, not desire. And I’ve given them my explicit consent for what they do 
with that large inert lump of scale and flesh | am using as a body.” | sniffed the air with my forked 
tongue. “With one exception. You’re a fine one to talk about consent and rape, my friend 
Tarcuna, when you are humping my muzzle without asking me.” 


“lam?” She looked down at herself, straddling and squeezing the bridge of my nose between 
her legs. “Oh, Bmern and Drukah. | don’t mean it like that.” 


lam a merciless monster. “But you will go to your bedroom and finish off alone what you have 
started on me, or at least you have done so grosses of times before. No, | can’t see you do it — 
if | were interested in watching you in your pleasures, | would just ask you to perform in front of 
me, and you would do it eagerly — but we have a good ventilation system and | can smell you 
from half the building away.” 


Tarcuna started to say something, but | shushed her up. “I forbid you to apologize! If it bothered 
me, | would have done something about it the first time.” (Or the dozenth time, or the grossth or 
the grandth; she doesn’t give up easily.) “Il don’t mind Nrararn having his fun with my body the 
way he does, | don’t mind Osoth, and | don’t mind you.” She giggled and started rocking back 
and forth quite eagerly. | sighed and stared at her cross-eyed and looked bored until she found it 
advisable to seek privacy. 


Evrath and Charimaan vs. the Lovers of Arilash (10/170) 


Evrath and Charimaan vs. the Lovers of 
Arilash 


Kings and queens must adjudicate quarrels between their subjects. Usually the quarrels are 
hideously abstruse things that can’t simply be settled by one of Rhedosaur’s bloodier forms of 
dueling. A scholar of Termigarnian religion accused a scholar of Hornatian philosophy of 
publishing versions of the Essential Termigarnian Secrets. (He was, too. The Terigarnian religion 
was based on Hornatian philosophy, and the religion’s Secrets are mostly philosophical points 
from the less comprehensible philosophers. Why a pair of dragons on Hove should be 
concerned about fine points of thought from small people on Chiriact is not so clear, except that 
the two were ancient rivals and enemies.) 


In this case, the matter was abstract rather than abstruse in a different way. Evrath and 
Charimaan are a pair of small urning drakes. “Urning” means that they are married to each 
other. We scoured every book on Hove to find a non-insulting word for that concept. There are 
none, but the word “urning” in Hoven was an obscure philosopher’s term for “males who find 
males sexually appealing, or females who find females so”. In the best draconic tradition, we 
stole that word, clawed it out of context, scrubbed the adverbs and prepositions off of it, and 
used it for something we needed a word for, and slew all the small people who complained. 
Actually no small people complained. Most of them don’t know the word: not even Tarcuna, who 
wished she had known it ages ago. (I am sure the only reason it isn’t an insulting word like all 
the others is that it’s too obscure. But we’re trying to keep it clean and shiny and 
connotation-free when applied to dragons.) 


Oh, and by “small” | mean “small”. Evrath is about my size (small for a female, and tiny for a 
male), and Charimaan is only two feet larger. When they were trying to act like proper dragons, 
they went on mating flights, and they got trounced: both came in sixth out of six. They were 
feisty and energetic, so they didn’t come in /ast out of six; but they were small and slow and 
weak, so they didn’t beat anyone else. They found each other in one of Chiriact’s bachelor 
dragon regions, fell in love somehow, spent four duodecades doing ordinary bachelor things 
which | found tedious to hear and will not relate, and moved to Hove as soon as they heard 
about a dragon-world in which urnings could urn in peace. They were the fourteenth couple to 
petition Ythac and me (mostly Ythac) to immigrate. 


“In peace” being the difficulty. Ythac granted them a respectable territory in Scorentia, which is 
to say, near the bulk of the dragons who have moved to Hove. Scorentia is a mountainous 
region, known to hovens for various things. Sheep, for one: stout thick-coated mountain sheep 
who clamber up and down the mountains, chased and managed by stout thick-coated mountain 


shepherds and stout thick-coated mountain dogs. Also, for the Palisorian Pool, a small mountain 
top lake which, depending on your choice of myth, was either the imprint of the (nonexistant) 
angel-or-god-or-whatever Bmern when he stepped out of the sky for the first time, or (according 
to the widely-hated tappu sect, which considers Bmern to be evil) pissed on the world for the 
first time. If it’s the latter case the water has become much cleaner over the ages. It’s a pure 
mountain lake, fed by a couple of underground springs, full of fish and crunchy crabs and spiky 
oyster things, and in no way different than grand of other mountain lakes except for the religious 
history. 


(The other Scorentian features, like the finest wood-carving in the continent, the knitting of truly 
amazing sweaters, a great niobium mine of considerable historical importance, classic works of 
literature, and one of the first printing presses, did not enter the court case. But as you can see 
it's quite a nice territory. Ythac was being rather generous. Actually that might enter the story — 
everyone thought he was being too generous — but not directly.) 


Our urning couple Evrath and Charimaan have neighbors. One of these neighbors is Arilash, 
who makes her home in tall mountains without many hovens around. She is not terribly fond of 
hovens. Oh, she doesn’t hate them the way Hyxy does, but she’d rather not have to deal with 
them. She likes dragons, though. Especially she likes twining with dragons — with lots of 
dragons. She was part of my mating flight for a long while, until she realized that she would 
rather not get married and pick one drake to be her official mate for the rest of her life. She is 
also a good friend of mine (Il am her only friend who does not twine with her, I’m sure), and a 
key supporter of my reign (when we were deciding who would rule Hove, Arilash persuaded 
most of her lovers to my side). 


Anyhow, Arilash gets a lot of visitors. A great many of these visitors are bachelor drakes who 
are planning to enjoy one of the few dragonesses who makes her claspers available to them. 
Some alarming number of the rest are married dragonesses, married couples, or other 
collections of dragons who visit the same set of claspers. Arilash is quite a substantial tourist 
industry. With quite a substantial hoard, since each of her visitors brings something in tribute, as 
polite visitors should. 


Now, it so happens that Arilash’s many visitors generally like to arrive refreshed. The region that 
Arilash inhabits has its own herds of mountain sheep — to say nothing of climbing antelopes, 
mountain-bears, giant spiders, wall-wolves, and other excellent prey animals that are not found 
in such great numbers in inhabited regions like Scorentia. But when Arilash’s visitors come to 
her, they seem to have something in mind other than immediately going hunting and taking a 
nap. Indeed, in testimony, Arilash said that she certainly prefers visitors who do not need a lot of 
tending. 


So, her visitors stop in one of the neighboring lands to rest, to gulp down barrelsful of water, to 

catch and devour a mountain sheep, and pick its thick coat out of their fangs (for it does not do 
to come to your lover with wooly fangs), and generally to take a break before the final exertions 
of travel and whatever exertions Arilash will exact after that. This is perfectly ordinary (or would 
be if dragonesses like Arilash were more common) and nothing to be surprised at. 


They often stop in Scorentia. 


Now, when they stop in Scorentia, they are more likely than not to snag a mountain sheep off 
some mountain crag, to plop themselves down by the Palisorian Pool — perhaps to catch a few 
fish, or crunch down a few crabs or spiky oysters — sleep for an hour or two — and then 
continue on their way. 


What are /ess likely to do is to fly to the snug castle of Evrath and Charimaan, and to circle 
seven times and roar out their name each time. If they did so, and Evrath or Charimaan came 
out to speak with them, they would have the opportunity to give them some minor trinket in 
tribute, to speak a few sentences of apology for trespassing, and to ask permission to hunt, fish, 
drink, and nap. Of course Evrath or Charimaan would immediately grant this request, and 
everyone would be happy: the traveler, the married couple, and the far-distant or long-dead 
dragons who worked out the laws of etiquette that should be followed when one dragon travels 
stops in the territory of another. 


Accusing Osoth (11/170) 


“So, do any travellers ever follow the proper protocols?” | asked them. 


“In the last three years, seven travelers did so precisely. One was Arilash, on several voyages. 
One was yourself, and one was your consort Nrararn,” said Charimaan. (Il am not one of 
Arilash’s lovers. Poor Nrararn is. He is married to the worst lover in all dragonkind, and he 
deserves a turn with the best now and then for putting up with me.) “Not fewer than thirty-one 
travelers neglected the proper courtesies. They included Llredh, the consort of the king, for 
which reason we are petitioning the queen for redress rather than the king. Of these, fourteen at 
least landed upon our territory and hunted from the herds of the small people who dwell there. 
At least! We do not patrol the Palisorian Pool, much less the other mountain lakes and rivers, 
and any number of other incursions may have occurred.” 


“Any number? How many lovers do you think | have?” asked Arilash. 


“| see no reason to contemplate this question, beyond noting that seven plus thirty-one is 
thirty-eight,” said Charimaan archly. 


Osoth chuckled. “Thirty-six. Jyothky is scarcely any sort of leman of Arilash, and | don’t believe 
that Arilash entangles with Arilash in dithyrambic rituals either.” 


“We are not here to judge Arilash’s behavior,” | pointed out. “Arilash is a free spirit, perhaps the 
freest of all astral dragons, and she does what — and whom — she wills. She is most properly 
regarded with awe and envy. You are not accusing her in your complaint! You just said that she 
herself follows the protocols. If you wish to accuse her of improper behavior for a dragoness, get 
in line behind the King of Dragons on Mhel. Or accuse yourselves too: drakes marrying drakes 
is a Hoven peculiarity, not allowed anywhere else.” 


Evrath dipped his head and mantled his wings. “I beg your pardon. We are restraining our fury 
with some difficulty. And, as with a fire-breath blown on a single antelope that spreads and 
seeks to burn the entire forest, so too our accusations and angers are spreading to targets 
which are not appropriate. Few enough of the proper targets have come here today!” 


Few enough of them had. My courtroom — a sand-dune overlooking the seashore in Katayay — 
could have held a hundred dragons, but had only seven: the two plaintiffs; Arilash; Osoth, 
Ressal, and Nrararn, three of her lovers; and myself. | had asked several others, but they saw 
no particular reason to attend, and | had seen no particular reason to ask in such direct terms as 
to force the issue. 


“Fair enough,” | said. “But restrain yourself. The dragons who have come here are those who 
consider the matter important enough to bother with. | suspect you will get sincere and 
appropriate apologies from them without much trouble.” 


“And therein is the scorpion in the spleen, that stings the tongue of the diner!” said Charimaan. 
“We are not considered worth apologizing to by most trespassing dragons!” 


“My apology is going to start with this: the first four times | flew there it wasn’t anyone’s territory,” 
said Ressal. “I didn’t really notice that it had been claimed until | had come through three more 
times. After that, you know, | did make the proper requests.” 


“We have no quarrel with you, Ressal,” said Charimaan. “We accept your apology in full.” 


“And the queen’s consort is beyond reproach,” said Osoth. “Which leaves me, lagging behind, 
rather like a zombie who has lost one tibial ossicum, and must therefore hop awkwardly rather 
than walk. To make the ordeal more orduous, | seem to be representing at least thirty-four other 
dragons, many of them larger and redoubtabler than myself.” 


Evrath raised his head high, above Osoth’s somewhat lowered head. “Represent yourself, at 
least! Why did you neglect the courtesies due to the holders of territory?” 


Osoth meditated a moment, while Evrath’s tail stirred the sands of the dune like that of a very 
large and very annoyed cat. “The search for the answer is rendered difficult and troublesome by 
a single event, or rather, a single non-event,” said the necromancer at length. 


“Stop fussing and obfusticating!” snapped Evrath. “We have not called you here to temporize!” 


Arilash chuckled. “One does not hurry Osoth. He has the patience of a lich a grand-grand years 
dead.” 


Osoth looked quite innocent. “Yes, indeed | do, but it is kept in a sealed ampoule of spun spinel 
in a chest warded with wicked words, along with a wide variety of other qualities and disorders 
of the personality ripped from corpses and spectres on two worlds. | do not use it routinely!” He 
blinked at Evrath, as if noticing the plaintiff's agitation for the first time. “I could share it with you, 
if you wish. 


Evrath snarled and spat sparks. “Another insult! Queen Jyothky, | demand justice and 
satisfaction here! This lout has just attempted to offend me, by subtle stabbing words!” 


“Actually he’s just being Osoth,” | said. “He’s talked like that since we were dragonets, and he’s 
been more insulting when he was trying to talk me into copulating with him on our mating flight. 
Osoth, please try to speak plainly.” 


Osoth snorted a small cloud of deadly graveyard dust, from his idiosyncratic 
necromantic-themed breath weapon. “I shall do more than that! Good Evrath, you occupy the 
center of the invisible but nonetheless pervasive Diagram of Cosmic Rectitude! Your words are 
as the flame of the veriflangent sun, burning away all inaccuracies into puffs of curdled ashes! In 
short, you are right and | am wrong. | have insulted you just now, an insult which | piled upon the 
insults of many failed visits when traveling! | offer no excuse save a certain love of playing with 
words that now and then overtakes whatever small scraps of common sense remain to me after 
duodecades of necromancy. | apologize! | am wholly in the wrong in this matter! | prostrate 
myself before you, wriggling my limbs and tail in a position in which defense is futile or 
impossible should you choose to strike with fangs or breath!” He did so, looking quite ridiculous 
at it. 


Evrath and Charimaan peered at him. “Is he being serious?” 
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“| wouldn’t say that he’s exactly serious about this, or about anything in life. If it’s not death, it’s 
not exactly completely important, to Osoth,” said Arilash. “But he’s sincere.” 


“| am sincere indeed! On my own behalf | offer the legendary Mask of Velch-Memm, a beautiful 
work of the Erismythian Dynasty which | caused to be unearthed at Tvesdisopolis four years 
ago. It is not an item which | would offer as tribute in the normal course of events. Indeed, it is 
one of the greatest gems of my collection! As a token of my personal apology, it shall be yours. 
Or you can kill me in front of the queen, | suppose,” said Osoth, still on his back. He pushed the 
mask in a crate to the plaintiffs. 


“That is quite a substantial offer,” said Evrath. 


Charimaan prodded his husband with a very sharp foreclaw. “Remember your manners! Don’t 
say anything nice about it!” He turned to the inverted Osoth. “On contemplation of this puny 
mask, made from clay and unfaceted gemstones in a style most extraordinarily out of date even 
among hovens, we accept your apology and tribute.” 


“Oh, get up,” | told him. “Nobody is killing anyone today.” 


“Fewer opportunities for necromancy then!” said Osoth, rolling lightly and leaping to his feet in a 
shower of sand. “But you had actually asked me a question earlier, and | shall answer it if you 
wish.” 


“We had?” asked Evrath. 


“About why | neglected the courtesies due to the holders of a territory,” said Osoth. “And, as | 
had never decided to neglect those courtesies, the answer is a bit difficult. The answer may be 
displeasing and indeed stingingly offensive, but it may prove useful. | shall proffer it if asked, on 
the proviso that you admit, in advance, that | am not trying to offend you, and that, should 
combat be necessary, a Caramelle or some other less-painful sort of duel will suffice.” 


The couple glanced at each other. “We accept these terms.” 


“Excellent! | shall proceed to insult you by comparison. When | fly over the territory of, shall we 
say, Jyothky and Nrararn, | am immediately reminded of Jyothky’s battle against the undead god 
Xolgrohim, or the time she engineered a duel in which seven dragons defeated twice their 
number, say. When | fly over the territory of Ythac and Llredh, | think of their swift and 
devastating conquest of Trest. When | fly over the territory of Chevethna and Arthane, | 
remember that the two of them each came in first in their sex in their mating flight, and that they 
made two brave and mighty, if unsuccessful, attempts to conquer Hove. And so on.” 


“Well, yes, these are all worthy and historied young dragons,” said Charimaan. 


“You, | am afraid, are dragons whose histories are rather more obscured. | do not assert that 
you have no such deeds, or indeed even greater, in your past. | merely do not Know anything 
about them. They are as opaque unto me as the living stone that is the bedrock of this very 
universe,” said Osoth. “You came in fifth? sixth? in your mating flights, and have kept your 
triumphs and grandeurs secret since then.” 


“Sixth and sixth,” admitted Evrath. “And we lived quietly.” 


“Now, were | to think about it with the full fervent fury of my thoughts, | would instantly 
ratiocinate upon your rights as married landholders. But instead, due to the flighty state of mind 
that so often prevails when one is aloft, | brush the wingtips of my mind against your entire story. 
It's fluffy edges and uncertainties distract me; no single event nor pattern of might compels my 
attention. And so | neglect it.” 


“It's not that they’re an urning couple?” | asked. 


“Not for me! | am fully congnizant of such mighty and triumphant urning couples as Quel Quen 
and Hhreamsen, and Ythac and LIredh. | give a certain amount of reflexive honor to 
highly-historied heroes. | give somewhat less to dragons who came in first in their mating flights 
and have lived quietly since then. Less still to seconds. Thirds are just barely above my own 
stature as an active and not wholly history-free bachelor, to say nothing of an unmarried second 
in a mating flight, though that is due to ridiculous events rather than personal merit: in the 
ordinary course of events | would be fifth —” He grinned at Nrararn; the two of them had been 
competing for fifth. 


“And we are sixths,” said Evrath. “Despite us being married and holding territory, you do not 
regard us as your superiors.” 


“| make no such arrogation! | merely assert that | do not instinctively regard you as my 
superiors!” said Osoth. “Your status in law is as it is, and | have already surrendered a valuable 
and beloved mask as a proof that | uphold that status, rather than denying or disputing it!” 


Evrath glanced at the mask, which was quite as valuable as Osoth had said, and back to Osoth. 
“We are sixths. We are urnings. We are as we are. Are we condemned forever to an inferior 
status?” 


Osoth peered back. “You have the ill-judgment to be alive — or rather, you have the ill-judgment 
to be alive and to ask a necromancer for advice. | have none that you would like to hear.” 


“Well, / have some,” said Ressal. “When travelers fly across your lands, rise up out of your 
castle and greet them — or confront them — and defend your territory in the old and classical 
ways, with tooth and claw and breath, rather than the newer style of laws and customs. Where 
by ‘newer’ | think that they are three generations old, maybe four: a few grand-years, a few 
dozen times longer than | have lived. This is not very new.” 


“lam not sure that the two of us could successfully fight a dragon like Arthane or Llredh,” said 
Evrath doubtfully. 


“Which proves Osoth’s point about us,” said Charimaan. ”/’m not entirely sure that we deserve to 
hold territory.” 


“Well, you might get beaten and battered now and then. But Arthane and Llredh have great 
territories of their own; they won't be taking yours. And being willing to fight them as needed, 
even when it is hopeless, will at least start stories about you that reflect well on your honor. Not 
your skill or might, but at least your indomitable spirit,” | said. At one point in my mating flight | 
had been working very hard on that principle. It was a disaster for me, but it might work better 
for someone else. 


“| suppose that is the case,” said Charimaan. “A few unwanted duels might serve as well as a 
few unwanted cases at law. They will be faster, at any rate.” 


Promised (13/170) 
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We discussed various other points of the case for some while, and gossiped for a longer 
while. The plaintiffs left, taking their mask. Arilash and Ressal curled up together. 


Osoth puffed flames at me. “Jyothky! | have attended your summons, | have prostrated 
myself before the least impressive dragons on Hove, | have abandoned a beloved artifact! 
All these are for your sake and the sake of your law!” 


“This is true, Osoth,” | said. “And | am grateful.” 

“| demand concrete gratitude!” said Osoth. 

“What might that be?” 

“You now owe me a favor!” said Osoth. 

“A favor of a certain limited size and shape,” | admitted. 


“| find that my own honor, like that of Charimaan and Evrath, is small and not widely 
known! Like them, | have no great love of battle, and not even an urning partner to battle 
at my side — nor any desire for one. | wish to gain honor in the intellectual realms! The 
next time you have any sort of archaeological or historical research project, of a sort that 
could bring honor to the participants, | demand to be a part of it. Indeed, | wish to be as 
chief a participant as my skills and powers allow!” 


“Well, you are quite good at archaeology and history, especially if it involves dead people,” 
| said, which was quite true. “I shall Keep my ears fanned for such a project, and | shall 
reserve a mighty place in it for you. You are a dragon of great and unusual depths, my 
friend, and you deserve to become known for it. 


Very sensible-sounding at the time, like most terrible ideas. 


The Prehistory of Vaareng (14/170 


The Prehistory of Vaareng 


The Grand Pyramid on Mhel is quite grand indeed. It is not quite a pyramid, being a 
pseudosphere or horn-shape of stone, far taller than mhelvul technology could possibly build. It 
is set about with balconies for the various participants in the various rituals performed there. 


Vaareng’s mating flight was using it for the mate-choosing ritual, with the king and queen of 
dragons on Mhel officiating. 


Vaareng, personally, was standing proudly on the balcony of the third-place male. Lergnance, 
on the second-place drake’s balcony, was ahead of him by just a scale’s thickness: the two of 
them had contended most fiercely, and watered the valleys with their blood. Tyozangi, on the 
balcony below him, was far below him indeed in any reasonable ranking. It was almost as if the 
mating flight had had two seconds and no third. 


Meliavras was as good as married to him already. The ritual was simply going to confirm the 
obvious. 


Sgerecs, second-place dragoness, roared “I claim the right of choosing a mate! Is there any 
dragoness who will dispute me? No, there is none — there can be none!” Once in a gross of 
flights the third-place dragoness would challenge the second, but Meliavras was a quiet and 
unaggressive girl, not the one in a gross. 


“Then | take Lergnance as my husband!” she cried. “He will fertilize my eggs, he will guard my 
territory with me, he will strike my foes from the left as | strike them from the right!” All very 
traditional and all very expected. Vaareng wriggled in anticipation, and grinned at Meliavras 
instead of watching the second-place dragons fly their circles. 


Finally it was the third-place turn. “I claim the right of choosing a mate! Is there any dragoness 
who will dispute me? No, there is none — there can be none!” Meliavras was softer than 
Sgerecs, as surprised nobody. Vaareng crouched, ready to leap into the air at the appointed 
time. 


“Then | take Tyozangi as my husband!” she roared, at the top of her lungs, and the rest of the 
formula afterwards. 


Vaareng yelped, “What?”, and tried to check himself in mid-leap. He slid for some yards along 
the balcony, almost falling off. The multitude of watching dragons tittered at him, and then turned 
their attention to the actual couple. Meliavras and Tyozangi circled the Grand Pyramid, greeted 
the royalty, and finished up the ritual. 


Vaareng fumed and glared at Tyozangi, in the place that ought to have been his by any measure 
of justice or arithmetic. He was still fuming when the married and soon-to-be-married dragons 
drove him and all the other bachelors away from the secret part of the ritual. 


At the foot of the Great Pyramid of Mhel is a wide meadow, and in the very center of that 

meadow is a circle of blue-pebbled ground that is reserved for the prime celebrants of whatever 
ritual is being performed. At the end of the mating flight and its wedding, it is for the members of 
the flight, and royalty. Meliavras and Tyozangi were there, sharing some quiet jest with Sgerecs. 


This was debatable ground, where some customs allowed bachelors at this hour of the night 
and some did not. 


Vaareng, accepting no debate on the topic, dived from the sky to the center of the blue circle. 
He landed with a crash of wings that broke his dive in a single stroke, and scattered pebbles for 
dozens of yards in all directions, and altogether was beyond the strength of a mere fourth-place 
drake like Tyozangi. 


“Oh, hallo, Vaareng,” said Sgerecs. “Lergnance is around here somewhere. I’m sure he'll want 
to see you off.” She grinned. “I haven't quite gotten the hang of how to keep track of a husband 
yet.” 


The heat of Vaareng’s snarl melted pebbles to blue stone soup. “I am not looking for 
Lergnance.” 


“For me, then?” asked Meliavras quietly. 


“For you, yes!” snapped Vaareng. “Was the ranking of drakes somehow unclear to you? Tauto 
first, Lergnance and myself all but tied for second, and Tyozangi a quite distant fourth?” 


Meliavras glared at him, quite rudely. “That would be the ranking of drakes by the criteria of 
combat, wealth, strength, and battle, yes.” 


Vaareng spread his forewings high and his hindwings lower, and arched his back, and lashed 
his orange-spiked tail. Tyozangi winced a bit, having frequently felt the poisoned stinger on that 
tail. “Then how is it that | am not married now, but this quite distant fourth — a weak and 
cowardly lizard, barely worth being called a dragon — is now your husband?” 


“It is not altogether rare that a dragoness will choose the drake one place below hers,” noted 
Sgerecs. “If you had come in second and Lergnance third, | might well have done so myself. 
Especially now that | see how you conduct yourself in imperfect circumstances.” 


“Depart now, | command it, O vile female!” snapped Vaareng. “You have no call to insult me! 
Indeed, no dragon does, yet | have call to insult many of you, and more than insult!” 


“Ah, you are doing that. | retreat; | yield the battlefield before you; | give ground; | depart with 
departing departingness!” Sgerecs took three small steps backwards, and sat on her haunches 
in the blue pebbles. “See?” 


Vaareng Fights (15/170) 


But Vaareng’s target was not Sgerecs, no matter how much he had been competing for her 
claspers up to previous day. “Meliavras! How can you imagine that this weak lump of a Tyozangi 
can be any sort of a worthwhile husband to you! He is feeble, he is cowardly, he is a poor 
competitor!” 


Meliavras spat a fume of frost and mist in his general direction. “There is neither law nor 
honored custom that requires me to explain my choice to anyone but my parents.” 


“You owe me! You have cast my life into ruin and dismalcy! | must somehow get a second 
mating flight, or | shall be a bachelor! Your debt is vast, an explanation is merely the start of it!” 


Tyozangi shrugged, a flick of the wings. “Half of all drakes live as bachelors. Three from our 
mating flight were sure to do so. My wife owes you nothing whatsoever.” 


Meliavras stood by her husband’s side. “Yet | shall give you the answer to the question you have 
asked: because | am generous enough to spare the words. You and Lergnance fought long and 
hard for the chance to marry my worthy rival Sgerecs. While you were thus occupied, Tyozangi 
courted me. He did not simply court me by proving his might against other drakes, though he did 
a bit of that. He courted me by showing that he and | made an excellent couple. Our breath 
weapons work well together, our hoards unite into a harmonious whole, our genetics should 
produce quick and clever children, we battle as two halves of a whole dragon. While he 
demonstrated this, you demonstrated quite clearly and distinctly that you were a strong beast in 
your own right, not part of a couple, and that you preferred Sgerecs to me. Very well: you can be 
a strong beast in your own right, and you do not have to try to join with me in any way ever 
again.” 


“| shall join in battle with you, traitorous and untraditional woman!” cried Vaareng. He rushed at 
her, teeth flashing, intending to use his mighty size and tremendous strength (for those 
advantages were his) to bowl her over. 


Meliavras slipped off to the right. As Vaareng turned to follow her, Tyozangi’s fangs closed on 
his left hind wing, catching in the medial bones, ripping the thick leather. Vaareng was far 
stronger and rather more massive than Tyozangi, and the lighter drake could hardly stop the 
heavier; but Tyozangi’s weight and hold slowed and twisted Vaareng’s movements. 


Vaareng whipped his head back, intending to repel and punish the impetuous smaller drake with 
a quick bite, perhaps removing an eye or at least a large patch of cheek. His danger-sense 
sparkled, unalarmingly: neither Tyozangi nor Meliavras had much a priori chance against him. 
Melivras’ ice-breath poured over the back of his head, distracting him at the most crucial instant 
of his strike. His fangs closed on air, not Tyozangi. 


“You might want to stop and decide what form this duel is in before you get much further,” said 
Sgerecs, with more than a touch of amusement. “If you’re lucky it’s just a Babble of Raises, 
Vaareng.” — That being a duel to the first blood, which Vaareng had already lost. 


“A Duello Prolongato in the style of Terrace!” cried Vaareng, demanding the longest and most 
vicious sort. Surely, he thought, he could escape this temporary awkwardness, to deal swiftly 
with Tyozangi as he had so many times before on the mating flight, then Melivras at more 
leisure. 


Dangersense warbled: three troubles were coming. Vaareng tilted his the Small Wall to block ice 
breath from behind, and raised a forepaw to deflect Tyozangi’s claws from his head. Tyozangi’s 
tail thumped across Vareng’s back heavily. 


“Well, two can play at that game!” cried Vaareng, and readied the poison-stingered tip of his tail 
for an insidious blow. But Melivras’ fangs closed on that tail, just below the stinger. Vaareng’s 
sheer bodily strength shook the dull-gray dragoness from head to tail, but there was no 
loosening her jaws nor escaping her hold. 


Indeed, the moment of taily distraction gave Tyozangi a moment to act. The smaller drake’s 
flame-breath poured in huge torrents past Vaareng’s uselessly ice-tilted the Small Wall, ravaging 
his face and boiling his eyes in their sockets. 


Vaareng would have none of that! He cast the Great Titan Sanatarium, restoring his eyes and 
the scorched scales of his face. But the moment spent healing one wound was an opportunity 
for the two smaller dragons to honor him with others: a slice from dragoness claws in the 

muscles of his left hind leg, a bite from drake’s teeth severing an important artery in his throat. 


He shook the two smaller beasts off by the cyclopean force of his body, and tossed them to the 
edge of the circle of pebbles. “What is he doing, Sgerecs?” asked Lergnance, who had evidently 
returned to his new wife. 


“| think he is giving Melivras a present: incontrovertible evidence and absolute proof that her 
choice of Tyozangi was right.” 


“No such thing! | am —” roared Vaareng. Then the flames of Tyozangi and the ice of Melivras 
fell upon him. He realized, too late, that one or the other of the couple had smashed his the 
Small Wall with a quick blow of the v6 while he was tossing them aside, and he was broiled from 
the left and frozen from the right. He answered with a tight jet of flame at Tyozangi, but the other 
drake knew just what to expect from Vaareng, and had his own the Small Wall set most strongly 
against it. 


Vaaring leapt at the other drake. Or tried to: Melivras’ claw-slash had left his left hind leg in a 
miserable state, and the leg did not entirely do what Vaaring had intended. 


Bonus Post: Vaareng Agonistes (16/170) 


Vaareng picked himself up off the blue pebbles, and put the Great Titan Sanatarium into his 
disobediently injured leg, restoring it completely. Another tactical mistake: he should have 
restored his the Small Wall first, he realized as the flames scorched his tail and the blizzard 
froze his face. 


Well, there was no time for that. His enemies were on the wing and climbing. He leapt into the 
air, ignoring the ache of the broken carpals in his left hind wing and the laughter of his 
supposed-equal Lergnance. 


As he struggled to climb, Melivras and Tyozangi turned and dived at him, in a tight, practiced 
unison. Both of them swiped at his face with fierce glittering claws, threatening his eyes again. 
Vaareng refused that injury again, blocking them with his own forepaws. 


And was surprised by terrible pain in both forewings. The two smaller dragons had slammed 
into them, ripping at them with teeth and whatever claws were available. He swing his 
stinger-tipped tail in a wild lemniscate, scratching Melivras’s flank ... but he was falling, 
forewings newly ruined and useless, one hindwing pressed past its endurance. 


The circle of pebbles was extraordinarily hard. Melivras and Tyozangi stooped and struck, giving 
him vast gashes and gulleys in the scales of his back and flank. Their breath weapons fell upon 
him as twin hells, and Tyozangi’s tail cracked his skull. 


“Hold, hold! | surrender, | yield myself, | am done!” Vaareng wailed. 


“The Duello Prolongato style of Terrace goes to twelve touches by each participant,” noted 
Sgerecs, watching the duel with a duellist's eye, and commenting on each blow. “Heavens, 
Vaareng, such a bite from even Tyozangi’s smallish fangs must hurt! And there is the question 
of whether the ones count which happened before the form was mentioned. Now | know that 
bite stings; Melivras has bitten me often enough. Of course, | don’t think either of them agreed 
to the form, and, since you had done them the favor of starting the battle before they had 
agreed to the form, | do believe that you are still technically negotiating what the form is. The 
actual duel is yet to come. If you're still up for it of course. Were you planning on using that 
foreleg any time soon, Vaareng? | hope not, or those plans will require considerable revision.” 


Standing over Vaareng’s ruined body, Melivras asked Tyozangi, “Would it be ungracious to kill 
him, do you think?” 


“Well, technically he is a wedding guest, so | imagine it would be considered a bit rude by some 
dragons,” mused Tyozangi. “Besides, you were copulating with him yesterday, and killing him 
today would smack of inconsistency and ambivalence.” 


“Quite true, my new and extremely effective husband! And furthermore | think it makes a better 
story, to be spread more widely and more often, if he tells it himself. | must say, any residual 
uncertainty about whether | chose well or poorly this afternoon has now been washed off in a 
pool of our first enemy’s blood! We could have done better in certain spots, and I’m sure after 
duodecades of battling side by side we will — but this is a delightful start!” She frowned at 
Vaareng. “Still, | don’t like that stinger.” She bit it off the tip of his tail, and spat it out. “Tyozangi, 
dear, could you incinerate that for me please, and then keep Vaareng from inconveniently 
expiring?” 


Tyozangi was more than happy to oblige. He lifted Vaareng’s head in one foreclaw, and 
crammed the Great Titan Sanatarium into him. “No dying, you.” 


Vaareng hissed miserably at his victorious rival, and thought for some long time before obeying. 


Vaareng and his Mother (17/170) 


Vaareng and his Mother 


“| suppose you could have found some way to dishonor yourself more,” said Vaareng’s mother 
to him. “You could have attacked the king, say, or attempted to rape the queen on the balcony of 
the Grand Pyramid.” 


“| did no such thing!” Vaareng mewled. 


“No, but when you did no such thing, did you do no such thing because you have the manners 
to comport yourself in a proper way even when circumstances turn against you? Or did you do 
no such thing because dragons who were ranked, as you say, far below you in the mating flight, 
had just defeated you? In an undeclared duel whose terms had not been agreed to and which 
did not match anything in Rhedosaur.” She scowled at him. “An undeclared duel in which you 
disputed the results of your mating flight. Actually | am not precisely sure just what you hoped to 
accomplish with that duel, since the marriages had been made official.” 


“| was angry.” 


“You were angry,” said his mother, rather as if he were a hatchling again. “Were you angrily 
trying to, say, kill Tyozangi? Do you think that the other married couples and royalty around 
would have let you get close to that? Even if the newlyweds hadn't cut off your tail, stir-fried it 
with garlic and leeks and fermented bean paste, and fed it to you. Or they could have done, 
given how handily they defeated you.” 


“Well, not kill him. Remind him why | defeated him so soundly in the mating flight’s rankings.” 


“One does not forget matters of such great personal importance. Not even a full quarter of a day 
after the events have happened,” snapped the dragoness. “You succeeded in reminding him 
quite clearly why he came off better at the business of actually finding a mate — which, I’m 
afraid | must remind you, is ultimately the purpose of a mating flight. Or were you trying to kill 
this Melivras who refused to marry you?” 


Vaareng blinked stupidly at her by way of answer. 


“H’m, perhaps you were. Do you think that killing her would somehow encourage her to marry 
you? Are you secretly an expert necromancer, able to cram life into a dead dragon?” She 
frowned at him. “I hope you are. You will be needing a trade in your new life as a bachelor.” 


“| could get a second mating flight,” mumbled Vaareng. “Some drakes do, we’re cousins of the 
king, and the end of this one was quite unfair.” 


His mother breathed a jet of flame that scorched his muzzle. “You stupid, stupid boy, what do 
you think | was discussing with him all afternoon? | nearly had it arranged and worked out! It 


cost me my Ponderance of Thamille and seven superb sapphires, but | deemed it worth it to 
give you a chance at finding a wife, and a better one than that pallid Melivras! Then you go and 
show the king and everyone just what sort of a drake you are. A decent boy would have smiled 
and congratulated the happy couple and behaved himself. A well-mannered boy who needed to 
fight would have found some excuse for a duel and conducted it after Rnedosaur. A mighty boy 
would have won the duel instead of, shall we say, being ignominiously defeated. If you had been 
any of these things, you would have your second mating flight! But no, you are so uncouth and 
ridiculous as to make a second mating flight out of the question. And will the king give me my 
Ponderance back, and my seven sapphires? What chance of that, | ask you?” 


(Speaking as royalty, I’d certainly give back the Ponderance, and probably some of the 
sapphires. But the king and queen of Mhel rule by politics and by force, and | rule mostly by 
getting all the local dragons to think I’m less annoying than anyone they could replace me with. 
The king of Mhel is said to enjoy his hoard.) 


Vaareng had little to say in his own defense, and was dazed with half-healed injuries in any 
case. 


Mhel thus ceased to be a habitable place for Vaareng. He had few enough friends before. As a 
child he had always been aggressive and combative, which had seemed sensible enough on his 
mating flight, but it had not ended well. After he had made himself the contemptable subject of 
the best gossip of the year on Mhel, what dragon would make any attempt to be any sort of 
company to him? 


He emigrated, of course. | never asked him why he chose Hove, but we tolerate a great deal 
here that is not permitted elsewhere. Perhaps he heard about Arilash. 


Vaareng and Arilash (18/170) 


Vaareng and Arilash 


At the time (and now), we were accepting any dragon who wanted to live here. Bachelors of no 
particular interest or skills, like Vaareng, were granted a modest allowance, told not to kill any of 
the natives, and left to find something useful or amusing to do. This is Official Hoven Policy. Not 
because we think it’s a particularly good policy. It is because, first, we can’t think of anything 
better to do. And, just as first, there are about two or three dozen of us who have the awful 
suspicion that we have some responsibility to take charge of the immigrants, somehow, and 
that’s not nearly enough to take charge of two gross of them. (Ythac once had a policy of having 
them pay attention to each other. This was instantly misinterpreted as a policy that all newcomer 
bachelors needed to be in urning couples, and if they didn’t have a husband, they would be 
assigned one. Which was never even vaguely true, but we gave up on that plan.) 


| didn’t even meet Vaareng until quite late. He petitioned Ythac to be allowed to immigrate to 
Hove: perhaps because he didn’t want to see a dragoness, or perhaps because he arrived 
during one of Ythac’s weeks on duty rather than one of mine. Ythac barely remembers him, 
save as a large orange-and-black drake with an intricate pattern of scales, scowling barbels, a 
spiky ridge, and, most notably, a half-regrown tailtip with a great many healing spells on it. He 
reports that Vaareng may have had a personality too, but didn’t care to show it. 


The first | heard of Vaareng was from Arilash. Arilash has generally been keeping her lovers 
secret of late, after certain of them got into trouble. (All of my lovers, including my husband, are 
also her lovers. They deserve some fun for putting up with me. And it is hideously improper for a 
married dragoness to take lovers, especially ones she doesn’t want, and | am going to stop as 
soon as my doctor says that it’s no longer necessary. Except my husband.) 


But Arilash has never been shy about talking about her non-lovers. 


We were en route to the Merbh-Mvo-Merbh mountains. (If you must know, Nrararn and | were 
trying to see what sort of a territory they would be. Arilash enjoys mountains, especially ones 
without small people.) 


“Have | been blazing my name and a schedule of fees into mountainsides and cliff-faces?” 
asked Arilash. “Or has your pet whore been giving me referrals?” (Tarcuna has had a complex 
and not wholly respectable history. | don’t know which is worse: her time in the sex trade, or her 
time with me.) 


“You would know better than | about the former. Though if you have gone into trade and been 
advertising, you have doing it quite poorly, since | have not seen a single announcement,” said 
Nrararn. “And Tarcuna has retired; she is devoting herself to shoving me aside and winning 
Jyothky’s heart and genitalia. Which, | suppose, makes her more rather than less likely to send 
elsewhere whatever clients she has. Have you been being pestered by lust-crazed and 
overly-wealthy female hovens?” 


“If a lust-crazed female hoven shows up at my cave, | will either eat her or eat her, perhaps 
both,” said Arilash. “I won't say that I'll never play with a hoven again, for | no longer make 
categorical denials of what might at some time appeal to that ever-hungry and variety-loving 
monster that is my genital region. But lately | have been a classicist: all dragons, and mostly 
drakes. Jyothky, stop blushing, for spreading your ears so wide ruins the airflow around your 
head. No, | am complaining about a drake named Vaareng.” 


“| don’t know the gentlelizard,” | said, trying to get my ears under control. 


“You're not missing much! He showed up at my cave the other month in the middle of the day, 
hooting ‘Arilash, O Arilash, are you present? | come to you bearing sapphires, the fine sapphires 
of Mhel! Well, | wasn’t particularly busy at the time. | know everyone thinks I’ve got a constant 
stream of lovers, but I’m alone far more often than not. Anyhow, | call out ‘Who are you, and 
why are you talking about sapphires?’ 


“He answers, ‘| am Vaareng, a mighty drake from Mhel, victorious in many battles and mighty in 
matters of twining!’ So | stick my head out of my cave and there’s this big orange and black 
drake, standing on his hind legs so he can show me the tips of all three hemipenises.” 


“Now, | like hemipenises as much as the next dragoness — actually a great deal more, since 
the next dragoness seems to be Jyothky — but getting confronted with three of them attached 
to a stranger isn’t really the best introduction. | said something along the lines of ‘Sit down and 
explain yourself’. Which wasn’t terribly witty, but | was actually a bit scared. He was a fair bit 
bigger than me, he was talking about his battles, and | was cornered in my cave and with only 
ragged old defensive magics on. | don’t usually need any defenses to speak of: | haven’t fought 
a duel since that one with Jyothky four years ago.” 


“What was that about?” asked Nrararn. “Over me, | hope!” 


“Over whether we’d eat the liver raw, like Arilash wanted, or grill it with hot spices and zangrel 
wine, like | wanted. She won. | was fighting badly ‘cause | was hungry,” | said. Which is to say 
that even a near-pacifist like Arilash needs to fight at times, the way a cat needs to hunt, ora 
hoven needs company. 


Arilash and Vaareng 2 (19/170) 


“| might have had defenses from that duel still around when Vaareng showed up, actually. 
Anyhow, he didn’t try to force me or any such thing. He just talked. ‘Are you not Arilash, 
beautiful tan Arilash, known on a gross of worlds for the prodigious weight of her lust and her 
clever and incomparable refusal to marry?’ 


There are certainly stories about me,’ | said. ‘The truth is, inevitably, far less interesting than 
the artistic embellishment that stories make of it. Why speak the tedious truth of a dragoness 
who has, in effect, refused to finish her mating flight, and still enjoys a half-dozen drakes, when 
one can tell spectacular spurious stories of a pan-erotika who rarely passes six minutes without 
penetration by yet another phallus?’ 


“| suppose he only heard the last clause, for he repeated, ‘I have sapphires: the excellent 
sapphires of Mhel.’ 


“| blinked at him. ‘I too have sapphires from Mhel, for | was hatched and raised on Mhel. Why do 
you mention these sapphires?’ 


“He finally lowered himself to stand on three legs, still holding the sapphires in a glass jar in his 
forepaw, and to hide his midriff. ‘My mating flight was unjust and improper. | was ranked nearly 
second, yet the dragoness chose the far weaker and smaller fourth-place drake instead of me.’ 


“| misinterpreted him as best | could, to give him a chance to be polite, | suppose. ‘Well, if you 
want another mating flight, arranging them is a royal prerogative, so talk to Jyothky or Ythac. 


You won’t have much luck though. We don’t have any dragonets on Hove yet. | think I’m the 
only unmarried dragoness of any age, and I’m not hurrying to marry.’ 


“And he blathers something to the effect of, ‘l am not seeking marriage. | have sapphires! 
Behold them, their shine in the light, their lluyew!’ 


Yes, you have sapphires, and yes, you have hemipenises. | have mountains. Take your 
sapphires and your hemipenises out of my mountains,’ | told him. 


“He looked actually hurt. ‘But — | was told —’ | gave him a whole heartbeat to finish the 
sentence, but he didn’t. ‘l do take lovers now and then, as it pleases my fancy. There is no sure 
way to catch my interest. | copulate with heroes who have done great deeds, and artists who 
spin stone into beauty, and the consorts of royalty, and cute boys with pleasing fangs and 
pleasing conversation and nothing more. And | reject others of all these categories, if they do 
not appeal to me that day. | do not copulate for sapphires, not even the excellent sapphires of 
Mhel.’ 


Oh, that’s how it is, is it?’ he snaps. ‘Then | shall become a hero, and do great deeds, and 
perhaps it is you who will be offering sapphires to me!’ And off he flies in a flutter of wings and 
smoke and misinterpretation. 


Nrararn chuckled, and sparks of lightning danced around his muzzle and along his mane. “He 
has forgotten an essential fact. With twice as many drakes as dragonesses around, it is never 
dragonesses who offer sapphires.” 


“Not true!” cried Arilash, because she knows that this topic bothers me. “If a dragoness wishes 
to seduce another dragoness, she is lucky if she can get away offering mere sapphires!” 


“Which does not apply to your suitor Vaareng — or your customer Vaareng, as the case may 
be,” | said, because | knew this topic bothers her. “If you don’t accept sapphires, you ought to 
have a sign up posting what treasures are appropriate. A weight of gold pays for intromission of 
the smallest hemipenis. An equal weight of niobium for the middle one, since that will go for 
much longer. For the largest, nothing less than a valuable artifact will do.” 


Arilash snarled, “I shall be sure to introduce such a fee scale shortly before the next time your 
husband comes to partake of pleasures with me! These prices will come out of your own hoard.” 


“Well, out of your stipend, at least,” | said agreeably. We grinned at each other, to check that we 
had annoyed each other but not to the point of actual unhappiness. 


Proclaiming the Company 


| really need to get a capitol. I've been putting it off for duodecades because of dragon politics, 
geography, hoven politics, economics, and I’m sure that bovine politics and trigonometry would 


get in the way if they could figure out how, too. (Do | want one in the eastern regions? No, then 
the dragons of the western regions complain. Mountains and inaccessible regions make it 
awkward for hovens to tend the place, but convenient places are heavily populated by hovens. 
Do | want a building in some important hoven city? No, that says that we’re favoring one country 
of hovens over another. And so on.) 


Which is why | called the most important council of the year in the 
Banners-Far-Above-The-River Potato Shipping Warehouse, in Banners-Far-Above-The-River 
Village, on the edge of Banners-Far-Above-The-River Canyon, in Fromsio. For meetings, it is 
one of the best warehouses of the three that | own, largely because it reeks of potatoes rather 
than machinery and oil. The big doors that once admitted potato trucks work just as well to 
admit dragons. The hearty farmers of Banners-Far-Above-The-River are supreme quilters, and 
have draped and decorated the Potato Shipping Warehouse for what | insist must be delightful 
comfort and fashionable style. (As | have no sense of touch, | don’t know what this ‘comfort’ 
may be. | am, at best, marginally better on ‘style’.) 


| had acquired a goodly collection of dragons of skill and renown though. My husband Nrararn. 
My co-ruler Ythac. His husband Llredh. The famous explorer Quel Quen, and his husband 
Hhreamsen. Osoth the necromancer. Tultamaan whose grasp of the heart of any situation is 
exceeded only by his obnoxiousness. Evrath and Charimaan the fairly unimpressive. Yarenton 
the historian. Mirinxan the cartographer and Katamerces the diplomat, who had both worked 
with Quel Quen. 


And myself, whose skill was simply that of being the one who had seen the problem, and had 
enough rank to invite the others to my Royal Former Potato Shipping Warehouse. My skill was 
notably not that of getting everyone to sit down and shut up for long enough to let me talk a bit. | 
had my husband do that, with a circular lightning bolt and a square thunderclap. 


While their ears were still ringing, | said, “Drakes and dragonesses — actually you’re all drakes, 
aren’t you? — we have two problems. The first problem faces the entire race of astral dragons. 
It is simply this: Quel Quen and his company of explorers have retired, and no new worlds are 
being found for us to conquer, exploit, vacation in, hold mating flights in, write tedious books 
about, and otherwise enjoy.” 


Quel Quen spread his ears in a bit of a blush. “A temporary problem at most, Queen Jyothky. 
We are scarcely the only ones who are or ever will be capable of exploration. Indeed, there are 
two smaller companies of explorers poking around the Cluster of Thiabantenes now.” 


“Pity. Well, I’m sure they’ll turn up empty-mouthed, and my alarmist declaration of impending 
disaster will stand,” | amended. “The second one faces us, and by ‘us’ | mean the 
drake-marrying drakes and other assorted perverts of Hove. | know, I’m not technically one of 
‘us’, but I’m certainly trying to help this ‘us’. And that is, when drakes marry drakes in the way 
that Charimaan married Evrath, it doesn’t really seem to take very well. They don’t get the same 
sort of respect and honor that drakes married to dragonesses do.” 


Evrath snarled, “The promise of Hove was that we should be allowed to marry and hold territory 
here! Of what material is that promise — ashes, or cinders?” 


Llredh snarled back, “You marry! You hold territory! If you hold it in claws both feeble and 
slippery, that is the fault of your own claws, not us!” 


| crashed my forewings together. This is a very dramatic gesture for most people, because it is 
quite painful. | wish it hurt me; that would mean | could feel something. “It is both their fault and 
ours! We respect territory-holding couples on the basis of their deeds. When the deeds are like 
those of Quel Quen, respect flows forth easily and voluminously. When the deeds are like those 
of Drestilla and Arwhanc, who were first in their mating flight but have done little of note since, 
all dragons at least recognize what it means to come in first. So, the slights that Evrath and 
Charimaan endure are their own fault for coming in sixth in their respective mating flights — 
and, more proximately, our fault for not providing them with anything that grants honor.” | 
breathed threads of lightning for emphasis. “Ordinary couples have to struggle to marry, and all 
dragons honor that. Urning couples simply move to Hove and are given marriage, and no 
dragons honor that. We must provide something like a mating flight: a way for urnings to earn 
honor and marriage both. | propose we start an exploring company whose missions shall serve 
as mating flights for urnings.” 


Nobody agreed with me. 


Obligatory or Voluntary? 


| am going to summarize the discussion by points and topics, not by who said what. It makes 
more sense this way, and lets me avoid all the times the argument went in circles for a few 
hours. 


First point, made by Ythac, Llredh, Charimaan, and Evrath especially, is that mating flights are 
awful and horrible things, and mischancy about the results. Quite often, the more urnest of the 
urnings have the peculiar fortune to fall in love with other drakes, perhaps on the mating flight, 
perhaps after or even before. A true mating-flight approach would risk ripping these couples 
apart. (Indeed, a true mating-flight approach rips plenty of dragonesses from their preferred 
drakes. But that is a separate problem.) 


So there was a large contingent who would reject any law or suggestion that some sort of 
adventuring was necessary to marry. 


Other Dragons Need Honor Too (21/170) 
Other Dragons Need Honor Too 


Osoth, Tultamaan, Charimaan, Yarenton, and Katamerces were in this faction, and Quel 
Quen and Hhreamsen joined it later. They argued that it is wholly unfair for one’s basic 
honor in life to be tied to one’s mating flight. If one is not that interested in the available 
dragonesses, or disinclined towards marriage, one may lose easily enough: but this may 
not reflect one’s innate capacity for honor. 


Thus, any sort of dragon whatsoever may well want to undertake endeavors which bring 
honor. This includes drakes like Osoth and Tultamaan, who have no wish to marry other 
drakes and, for Osoth, not even dragonesses. 


Exploring Is Not A Contest 


Nearly everyone jumped on me on this point, even Nrararn, who ought to be an ally. A 
normal mating flight is structured as a grand competition: each dragon is the enemy of 
every dragon of the same sex. No urning mating flight has ever happened, so we do not 
know how the competition would work there. But assuredly it would be a competition, and 
probably every drake against every other. 


This guarantees disaster and doom for any sort of collaborative project! In the dangerous 
outer worlds, explorers must rely on each other for all manner of things, for safety and 
success. This could not possibly work if they were also whipped up to a height of 
competition and sexual jealousy! 


The Judgment 


The final decision was that my basic idea was good, but all the details were wrong. We, 
Ythac and I, will sponsor an exploring company. Quel Quen will advise us, but he does not 
want to participate. It will be a difficult exploration. We will take certain steps to make it 
more difficult: going further from the explored clusters of worlds than is strictly necessary, 
for example, and seeking in more exotic places. 


So, if it comes back with any sort of success, everyone involved will return well-laden with 
honor. 


There will be no particular attempt to make couples out of the participants. But they can do 
so themselves, and we generally anticipate that they will do so given whom will choose. 
Part of the welcoming-back ceremonies will include weddings: reformulated weddings 
which emphasize the achievements of the company as a whole and the couples in 


particular. Indeed, couples who were married beforehand may get the same opportunity: a 
re-wedding or rededication. 


Volunteers 


Quel Quen 
We gave Quel Quen many opportunities and openings to volunteer to be involved. 


“It is an excellent idea to start a new adventuring company. | shall be glad to contribute a variety 
of useful advice,” said Quel Quen. 


We gave him more openings and opportunities to volunteer. 


“I’m sure that, should the explorers happen to wish to hear the word of experience, if not 
downright wisdom, they could speak or write to me and | would tell them things. Perhaps these 
things would be useful, and perhaps they would not, but they would be told. From my delightful 
castle on delightful and very homelike Hove. While | am retired.” 


We pointed out very pointedly that all the positions of the expedition were open, and the salaries 
were likely to be very negotiable indeed. 


“What an excellent set of circumstances for those who wish to go adventuring!” said Quel Quen. 


Eventually we stopped pestering the one person in all the dragon-worlds who had actual skill 
and experience organizing and conducting cross-world expeditions. 


Osoth 


“Osoth, | had hoped that Quel Quen would lead the expedition, and that you would be the chief 
scientist and investigator,” | said. 


“Fortunately she did not ask me about this hope, or | would have rejected half of it,” said Quel 
Quen. 


“As it is: what do you think about leading the whole expedition?” 


“| have lead archaeological and necromantic parties to the dismal parts of Hove,” said Osoth. “It 
is not the same thing at all, since the parties consisted largely of hovens, and this will consist 
largely of dragons. At least the dragons will take care of themselves better. They will also 
quarrel with me more, especially the larger ones, and | am not the best one for defeating the 
Llredhs and Yarentons in duels.” Llredh and Yarenton being the largest two drakes in the room. 


“So you refuse?” 


“| accept, contingently. | must acquire guards who have great personal loyalty to me and to 
whom | can refer any duels that arise. 


Roroku (22/170) 


Roroku 


If | have a personal enemy from my childhood on Mhel, it should by rights be Roroku. Roroku 
was Officially part of my mating flight, and, being a doughty dragoness with ferocious fire breath 
and incisive magic, she was expected to be first. (Arilash would have been second.) But she 
quit the flight before it started, trading to a mating flight on Chiriact. She traded herself for a 
drake: an easy trade since there are so many more drakes than dragonesses, and one that was 
greatly in Chiriact’s favor by the usual calculus. The drake turned out to be Csirnis, the beautiful 
but honor-crazed former crown prince of Chiriact. 


And so it was that Roroku married Gyovanth, a great nobledrake of Chiriact, as beautiful and 
elegant as ever a drake was. His eyes like twin sapphires, his horns like crescent moons, his 
crest like gleaming silver, his scales like silver diamonds, his claws like scimitars of ice. He does 
not walk or fly the way ordinary dragons do; every motion is a dance of elegance. 


Roroku is a dull green hulk. 


This is nothing strange for females. Arilash is a dull tan hulk. | am a dull black hulk, or maybe a 
mini-hulk, for | am not very big. Hyxy is a dull reddish-brown mini-hulk. Dragonesses are very 
plain. We compete in many ways, because we are dragons, but we do not compete on the basis 
of beauty. We are rather like, say, cardinalesses or pea-hens to cardinals or peacocks. The boys 
want us — oh, how they want us! — but they do not particularly want to /ook at us. In this matter 
us girls are far superior. We want the boys just as much as they want us, but we do enjoy 
looking at them. 


(Exceptions include: me, | don’t want anyone (though | do like looking at boys); urnings, who 
want other drakes (and presumably also like looking at boys). Hove is all about the exceptions 
so | have to keep mentioning them.) 


| received them in the Banners-Far-Above-The-River Potato Shipping Warehouse And Royal 
Diplomatic Palace, which had been repaired slightly since the last meeting there. Someone, 
perhaps Tarcuna, had bought a quantity of incense, and let it smoulder on a heavy bronze 
brazier, and the scent of burning resins and heated metal compensated for the potatoes. 


Rather, | sat comfortably against one wall (or maybe uncomfortably — | have, more than once, 
sat with my claws digging into my tail, and no clue of that until | smelled my own blood. Not this 
time though) and waited for them. | heard their wingbeats thudding through the air, the worried 


whispers of dangersense explaining that there were two powerful beasts coming, each rather 
stronger than me, the heavy thumps as they landed. And the whispering. 


“I’m sure she hates me!” Roroku’s voice was dark and rougher than usual. 


“What could possibly induce her to hate you?” jeered Gyovanth. “You fought her and defeated 
her constantly throughout your childhood, and then ruined her coming-of-age party by 
announcing that you didn’t think enough of her as a rival to find her a worthy opponent in a 
mating flight. Of course she hates you. Did you expect to earn back your honor by going to 
friendly wine-lapping afternoon garden parties with delicate little lizards whom you could crush 
with a stray footstep?” 


“She'll just send me away,” said Roroku. “If she doesn’t have me chivvied and hunted off of 
Hove altogether. We should just leave.” 


Gyovanth snorted. “You are such a little coward! Suppose she does send you off? Then you are 
merely six minutes behind where you would have been if you turn tail and flee right now. 
Suppose she breathes on you? You have the Ulthana’s Targe set about you. You may take that 
as a dismissal if you must, though if you were to think for a moment that you might ever be 
respected in the courts of Chiriact, you would stand your ground at least to the second breath. 
Suppose, by all the hypothetical hapacious hells, she were to insult you? Why, | suppose you 
might die from the shame of it. You’re so shame-ridden as it is | can’t see how you ever get off 
your bed, or even live.” 


Roroku whimpered. 


(I had heard that Roroku and Gyovanth had made a scene like this around the corners of my 
wedding, but | was too busy getting married, defying the King of Mhel, and otherwise being 
ridiculous myself, to notice. So it wasn’t wholly unexpected, though | was sorry it hadn’t gotten 
any better.) 


So | blundered up and trotted to the doorway, and chirped, “Roroku! Welcome to Hove! | am 
ever so glad to see you!” and, with a measuredly less excited voice, “And you too of course, 
Gyovanth.” 


Gyovanth immediately performed an elaborate Chiriactian curtsey, as is due to royalty but not 
very often actually done to royalty, at least not on Hove. Csirnis used to do that and make my 
heart flutter and my claspers spread. Gyovanth is as beautiful in body as Csirnis, but far less 

flutter-and-spread-inducing of character. 


Roroku stared at me and squeaked incoherently. 


| trotted over and bunted my head against hers. “I was furious with you for a few weeks, but that 
was years ago. Don’t run off from any of my mating flights again, and you shall stay forgiven as 
far as I’m concerned.” 


Veriception (24/170) 


This is probably time for a lesson in creative truth-telling. Since veriception is a 
primary sense, as intense as sight or scent, we do not lie to each other very much. 
Oh, we all wear veriception-blocking spells, so we could in principle lie to each 
other all we like, especially the little convenient social lies like /’m so very sorry that 
your child didn’t survive when what is actually meant is | wish to console you for the 
death of your child, though, as most children die during that procedure and he 
wasn’t my child, | didn’t actually meet him and, being a less than wholly empathic 
monster, | don’t care about him as an individual. | do however care about you, and 
you have my sympathy. One does not want to forever be trying to negotiate such 
truths, especially when one’s friends have just lost a child. 


But the ordinary veriception blocks do not cut off the sensation of one’s own lies. 
That convenient social lie is the vericeptive equivalent of belching after a meal of 
fermented sausages: however delicious they were the first time, they are a bit 
noxious the second. Bigger and wickeder lies are correspondingly nastier to 
perceive. One rarely sniffs one’s feces closely, not because there is a moral or 
honorable issue with doing so, but because it is unpleasant. One rarely tells a lie, 
not because there is a moral or honorable issue with doing so, but because it is 
unpleasant. 


So one gets creative with the truth. | said “I was furious with you for a few weeks, 
but that was years ago.” Every bit of that was true. The implication is that | am not 
furious with her now. And that implication is largely true too: often two or three years 
will go by before | remember her betrayal, and even then | will snarl once or twice 
and go on enduring and/or enjoying the aftermath of the betrayal, rather than 
raging. But | could just as easily have just as truthfully and non-disgustingly meant 
that | was still just as angry with her now, but with occasional breaks in the rage. 


Remember that if you’re ever having an intimate personal conversation with an 
astral dragon, and you're not one. 


Roroku took my words at face value. Maybe not all of them, but certainly the ones that said that 
she was forgiven if she didn’t do it again. “Oh, I’m glad to hear that, Jyothky. It was very ill-done 
of me. I’ve regretted it a grand of times since then.” 


“And not you alone,” said Gyovanth. 


“Ah, Gyovanth of Chiriact — Duke-spawn Gyovanth, am | correct on your title?” Of course | was 
correct on his title; | had looked it up and confirmed it. | was being just as insulting as he was. In 
ordinary casual speech, one freely bestows the high title of “prince” on everyone closely related 
to the king, and nobody would have bitten anybody if | had called Gyovanth “prince”. If one were 
being precise, which nearly never happens, Gyovanth’s parents would be duchess and duke. 
(Grand Draconic doesn’t even have the word “duke”; we stole it from some small people.) 


Nobody would bite anybody if Gyovanth were called a duke either. But | gave him his proper 
and technically correct title, rather than either of the higher ones he usually uses. 


I grinned Roroku too.“And Duchess-spawn Roroku, on both sides! Does that make you a whole 
duchess? | think it might!” Titles are fairly cheap, for dragons. Every married couple rules at 
least a province and could reasonably be called countess and count, or whatever your system 
of titles puts one rank below duchess and duke. Roroku’s parents, like Ythac’s, were reasonably 
important. 


(But the real point was to jab an etiquettical claw into Gyovanth’s eye. | didn’t much like him. 
And giving the wife he obviously despised a higher title than him, even in jest, was an insult of 
sorts, though one that he could not actually take offense at without looking ridiculous. ) 


(This is the sort of combat I’ve been learning lately, rather than anything worthwhile. | couldn't 
attach myself to the exploring company — which, in retrospect, was probably fortunate for me — 
but | ought to do something that’s not at court at some point.) 


“Queen Jyothky! My wife speaks intensely of you from time to time!” he said. (| would translate 
that into clear speech, but | do not actually know what, if anything, he meant by it. | presume he 
was insulting me back just as obliquely.) 


(Now you know how to understand court messages — as well as | do, anyhow — so there’s no 
point in translating them further, unless it’s fun.) 


Roroku leaned over and bunted her head against mine, as if to say that her intense speech was 
not to be thought of as offensive. A friendly gesture, perhaps a bit childish and informal for the 
circumstances. But she cast a chat-secretly spell wnen she touched me. «I’m so sorry to talk 
this way, Jyothky, but | need to say a few things without Gyovanth hearing, and | don’t know how 
to pry him off my tail.» When one is the subject of that spell, one sees one’s correspondant’s 
letters in one’s mind, written however one thinks of the person. | seem to think of Roroku as a 
child, claw-scratching her words in big shaky letter in a wax tablet. 


This made for two conversations at once, which is always challenging. One was a spoken, 
three-way conversation with courtly multiple meanings, and the other a quiet intimate one. This 
sort of situation would be much easier if | had multiple heads, but, unfortunately, that’s not easy 
to endure for any great length of time. 


Inside Voice, Outside Voice (24/170) 


"And how are you finding Hove, good Duke-spawn 
«He does seem a bit of a domineering churmalkin,» |_| Gyovanth? By the supremely civilized standards of 


wrote agreeably. Chiaract, it is surely a wilderness of wildness, but | hope 
not without its rugged charms, to say nothing of the 
«Oh, no, not that! | just embarrass him dreadfully,» unquenched vigor and creativity of the natives," | said 


Roroku answered. «And | want to ask a favor from 
you, but | don't want him to see me begging.» 


«Are you sure? You seem terrified of him,» | wrote. 


Roroku answered, «He is everything that | ever 
wanted in a husband. He has vast lands. He has 
power — over small people, like everyone, but over 
dragons too. He is wealthy. At home we sleep ona 
bed of diamonds and spinels and garnets and 
jaspers. And he's beautiful, and his manners and 
fashions are perfect. And he's not a bit of fluff like 
some courtiers: he's an excellent fighter.» 


«Well, if you're contented with him, | shan't try to talk 
you out of contentment and into unhappiness, » | 
answered. «I don't know Gyovanth, but | do know 
Csirnis, his cousin quite well (yes, | still forgive you 
for arranging that | know him quite well), and Csirnis 
is all that you have described. Plus utterly mad, to the 
extent of having given up his belongings to go be an 
Uplifter of the poorest and most miserable of the 
small people of Hove.» 


«Oh, there's no danger of Gyovanth doing that!» 
Roroku wrote. 


«Well, if you're not here asking for a divorce, what 
can | do for you?» 


«l need to do something to make myself worthy of 
Gyovanth! | can't match him in grace or manners, you 
need to be trained in those from the day you hatch.» 


«l could give you lands, but only to hold by wing-claw, 


"Alas, we have had only so much time to tour, to 
sightsee, to flitter hither and yon like a pair of besotted 
butterflies. We saw the Churns of Clin-candel. Who 
would have imagined that so much water could get from 
here to there and back again so quickly! Why it wants to 
go to either place is beyond me, since they are both 
dismal rocky holes." He grinned at me. "Perhaps the 
water does not so much want to go to the other hole, as 
it does to /eave the hole it currently occupies. | can 
sympathize with that. |, too, couldn't leave fast enough." 


"Perhaps our wilderness features are not the right 
attractions to attract you," | said. "After Chiriact's own 
Glaysome Cataracts, | can imagine that the Churns 
have little novelty." (I haven't seen them, but Csirnis is 
more impressed with the Churns.) "Would the churning 
vigor of hoven culture appeal to you more? The grand 
galleries of Perstra are well worth the gazing!" 


"| do not find it worth my time to pay attention to the 
artistic scrabblings of small people. They start out 
without the least bit of sensitivity or sensibility. Then, as 
they labor and study, sometimes they start to show a bit 
of promise — but almost instantly they exhaust their 
creative powers and die of old age before they actually 
live up to that promise. | can't even see why they bother 
trying. It's quite hopeless," said Gyovanth. 


He is wrong. 


"Well, if the native splendors of Hove hold such little 
appeal for you, what is it which brought you here?" | 


because that is how it is done on Hove,» | said. 


«Gyovanth has vast lands, from his parents. They 
don't like me either. And isn't it dishonorable to be 
given lands by the rival who defeated you? It's as if 
we were fighting a grand Caramelle, and you scored 
the final blow by a healing spell.» 


«| don't think we're rivals any more. Are we 
competing for something? Please don't be offended, 
but | hadn't noticed that we were,» | said. This would 
be a terrible insult if we actually were rivals — an 
invitation to a massive duel, if not a downright 
declaration of enmity for life. There's no worse 
offense than to tell someone that they are so 
unimpressive that you didn't even notice their attack. 


«Oh, no, we're not competing. I'm not competing with 
anyone,» Roroku wrote. «l should be. I've won 
Gyovanth as my husband, but | want to win his good 
regard,» wrote Roroku. 


«l've only got one way to do that at the moment. 
Have you heard about my exploring company?» 


«Yes! Ith» 


It seems that is what she was coming to me for, after 
all. 


Yes (25/170) 


«Very well. You may participate on the expedition,» | 
said. 


«Please let me! I’m not a great warrior, but my fire 


asked. 


"Oh, that. | am simply following Roroku around, like the 
love-besotted drake | am not," Gyovanth explained, or 
rather, failed to explain. 


"Why are you following her, then?" 


"She has this horrible habit of running off if she isn't 
constantly watched. You might have noticed it. It first 
manifested when she ran away from your mating flight. | 
regularly have to fly after her and haul her back to some 
unendurable torment or danger, like a friend's wedding 
or a court ball. Usually with my fangs in her tail." 


"That sounds like an unpleasant circumstance for 
everyone concerned," | said. "And embarrassing for you 
and her. Is it truly more embarrassing than letting her 
avoid the event? I'm not fond of court balls myself. | 
don't sponsor them myself. King Ythac has only held 
two, and they weren't brilliantly successful." 


“Well, as queen, all honors and graces are yours to 
own and to command,” said Gyovanth, which must 
have stunk to his veriception. “Roroku has neglected to 
achieve royalty, and, accordingly, has neglected to 
achieve much by way of honor or grace. | can’t imagine 


breath is very good. And | know a lot of information 
magic. Analysis spells mostly, not the big things that 
Ythac had, but analysis could be useful couldn't it?» 


«That’s useful! You can go!» 
«lll be a good companion, | promise. I'll pull my own 
weight and then some. I'll stand guard, I'll scout into 
danger, I'll work very hard.» 


«You shouldn’t have to be more than anyone else 
who is going.» 


«| will though. If a god comes I'll hurl myself at it. | 


won't eat much, and I'll go hunting every day, and 
twine if they want. Please, please, Jyothky, by our 
ancient friendship, if that still means anything to you, 
change your mind and let me come!» 


«Um, Roroku? I’ve been saying yes-you-can-come all 
along.» 


«Oh, you have? I’m sorry, | was so nervous and upset 
that | didn’t quite read it right! | have been dreading 
this for days and days, and now you said yes! Thank 
you!» And on and on with thanks. 


how she could get more of either one. But she can 
always get Jess. Running away from a simple social 
occasion is an imposing, towering, monumental act of 
cowardice.” 


“Perhaps she simply doesn’t like it. | can imagine the 
royal court of Chiriact being an unpleasant place. The 
king and queen seem like truly caustic people, from 
everything that their son Csirnis has said. He might be 
biased of course.” 


“What, how could it be unpleasant? It is in the very 
Topaz Palace itself! The walls are purest citrine! During 
the day the sun pours through them, turning everything 
within into luminous gold. At night seven dragons of the 
lowest rank who have light-breath provide the same 
effect, at considerably greater expense and much more 
labor! It is simply glorious!” 


“But perhaps it is more beautiful without any dragons in 
it.” 


“Oh, we are beautiful within it! You cannot imagine it, 
how a half-gross of the dragons of Chiriact appear, 
dancing and flying together inside of the great golden 
caverns!” said Gyovanth. “But Roroku dreads the 
sight!” 


“Actually, Roroku is braver than you give her credit for. Perhaps the relevant emotion is not fear. 


It might be repugnance,” | said. 


“No, no, cowardly little Roroku is definitely afraid.” 


“Roroku, | am sponsoring an expedition to seek new worlds. It is tremendously dangerous. Quel 
Quen speaks of the terrible fates many of his companions by the horrors that dwell beyond the 
mild and milky worlds we choose to rule. | have an opening for an analysis-mage, which, | am 
given to understand, is your magical specialty. What do you say?” 


Roroku raised her head up and said in a clear bright voice, “I say, ‘When do we depart?” 


“Four months or so,” | told her. | grinned at Gyovanth. “Prima facie evidence that she is not a 
coward, and, thus, it is not fear which leads her to shun the Topaz Palace at dance-time.” 


Gyovanth’s head swayed back and forth between Roroku and me. “This is an unusual and 
uncharacteristic occurrence. Unless, of course, Roroku is attempting to run away yet again.” 


“No, she’s simply trying to prove herself — or, more exactly, displaying the reaction to actual 
serious danger that | expect from her.” Which he didn’t particularly believe. 


The audience was over except for politeness, which wasted several more minutes. 


Dominance Contest (26/170) 


Osoth adjusted the grayness of his scales down by seven places. (His scales aren’t actually 
gray, they’re lavender with blue highlights. He turns them gray because colors are inappropriate 
to his mystique as a necromancer.) “There are many mysteries that fill the cosmos. | probe them 
in a certain tight bundle of directions, that of the past and the darker realms. Soon | shall probe 
their breadth as well as their depth. This we have agreed upon.” 


”... yes?” | said. He had cornered me outside of a movie theatre in Tardalium. (There’s no 
reason you should have heard of Tardalium, or that you ever will again, but they have an 
outdoor movie theatre there that | can fit in without shapechanging, and it was playing Waze and 
the Lawyers, which Tarcuna had been trying to get me to see for duodecades.) 


“One of these mysteries is particularly mysterious to me at the moment. Rather, it is a bundle of 
mysteries, closely entangled and entwined, rather like the bones of a parndoign which have 
been soaked in acid and then, unaccountably, braided.” Osoth smelled quite upset. 


“Since you are talking to me about it, perhaps | could be the one to explain,” | said. 


“Perhaps, indeed, though | have grave doubts about whether any explanation could possibly be 
sufficient. First, who is the leader of the exploring party: me, or you? | fully grant your right to 
appoint the leader, mind you; | do not dispute it. But | should like to know.” 


“You are, Osoth. I’m not even allowed to go.” 


“| suspected as much,” he said, tail swishing. Movie-going hovens scattered. “Second, who is 
granted the final voice in the selection of the participants in the expedition? The leader, or 
anyone else?” 


”... that would be the leader,” | said. | realized what | had done, and flattened my ears and 
prepared apologies. 


“| accept your apologies, albeit tendered through your ears and not yet through your mouth, 
under certain conditions, such as that it never happen again. But | have a third question. Why 


Roroku? There are many, many astral dragons: perhaps a gross of grands, if we have been 
prodigiously reproductive, spread across a gross of worlds. Of these, | would have chosen 
Roroku precisely /ast.” 


“She’s not nearly as bad as Gyovanth seems to think,” | said. 


“| have not yet had the pleasure of meeting Gyovanth. But | have had the pleasure of meeting 
Roroku. She was to be on my mating flight, you see. But at the last minute, she chose to leave it 
for a mating flight on Chiriact. Her reasons and method of departure were not particularly 
flattering to the drakes of her flight, one of whom | happen to be. And one of whom Tultamaan 
happens to be as well, though he has not lately expressed his opinion of her to me.” 


Oh. Right. I’m not the only one who she insulted. 


“| will not deny her admission to the exploring party,” said Osoth. “It would be inappropriate and 
unfortunate if you and | appeared to be of different minds about how it will go, who will be on it, 
or any other essential facts. As a good means of ensuring that you and | do not, in fact, 
disagree, may | recommend that you do me the honor of discussing them with me before you 
simply decide them? Especially in cases, such as that of Roroku, about whom | might have 
some opinion.” 


It seemed like a good time for a total surrender, on the theory that it is a royal prerogative to be 
allowed to fix your mistakes when you do something awful and didn’t intend to. “Osoth, | will do 
so. | was utterly in the wrong this time. | did not stop to think that you and Tultamaan are at least 
as badly insulted as | was by her departure from our flight. | should not and will not again tell 
you what to do about the expedition. | will suggest things, but my suggestions will truly be 
suggestions and not royal commands. | will tell Roroku that | did not have the authority to make 
her the offer.” 


Osoth curled his tail. “Il continue to accept leadership of the expedition upon these terms. | do 
not require that you change your mind: that is unnecessary. If Roroku wishes to prove her 
courage and doughtiness and honor, | will be the first person in all universes to say that she 
needs it. And | will be glad to provide her with plentiful opportunities. Jyothky, do not look so 
horrified! | will stop short of actually murdering her! | have no plans more evil or vengeful than to 
assign her the most noxious chores. If | could not be a decent leader to her, | would reject her. 
She will be as safe as the rest of us.” 


| apologized to him some more anyways, and eventually went to see the movie. Tarcuna was 
right about it. 


Tultamaan’s Charm and Charity (27/170 


Tultamaan’s Charm and Charity 


“I wish to involve Myself in this Adventuring company that you are causing to exist,” said 
Tultamaan. This was the third topic he mentioned while we were en route to Damma. The first 
topic was how we that reject the Dammese plea to have their tribute reduced from “the ‘not very 
much’ that conquered countries pay” to “the ‘rather less’ that countries that hired us to defend 
them” pay, which they ask for every year and which we need to deny so that breaking the pax 
draconis brings an actual punishment. He is right: a bit of mercy on hoven budgets this year 
could well grow into grands of hovens killed and grands of grands displaced and miserablized in 
a war a dozen years from now. The second topic was that we should build a monument making 
much easier the travel to and from Graulfnir, the first dragon-world. Graulfnir is old and powerful 
and quite full of itself, and will not pay much attention to a new frontier world like Hove — even 
leaving aside Hove’s reputation as a realm of perverts, weaklings, and wrong-wayzards, which 
is entirely deserved. But a certain association of influential perverts on Graulfnir might well be 
willing to build a travel monument there, if we fund it. It will not be cheap, but it will be worth it 
over the next grand-year. Tultamaan was right about that too. 


Tultamaan is generally right, especially in matters of politics. This makes him one of my most 
valuable advisors, and entirely worth listening to. It doesn’t make him pleasant to listen to, 
because he is approximately the most annoying dragon on Hove, or possibly anywhere. | pay 
him largely in being willing to listen to him and take him seriously. 


“What would you like to do with the exploring company?” | had to ask. 


“| would like to go on it. | find that | have a reputation as a Weakling and a Coward. These are 
not particularly useful reputations for a Dragon of Much Importance to have. They do not 
contribute to the Respect which generally ought to be due from one dragon to another, 
especially when the other is a Dragon of Impressive Ancestry and High Stature. These 
reputations instead are the source of Amusing Snickerings among Lizards of Little Wit and 
Minimal Personal Deeds of their own. While | am sure that amusing such people is an entirely 
worthwhile professional career, it is not the professional career | am attempting to follow. It is 
that of a Clown. | do not think | would make a particularly good Clown, do you? While | could 
probably amuse an audience by making Pronouncements in my usual idiom, which they could 
mock for my Pomposity, | certainly could not Juggle. | believe that Juggling is essential.” 


He certainly can’t juggle. His forelegs have been paralyzed since he was six, in the same sort of 
iatrogenic non-accident that cost me my sense of touch. 


“But Tultamaan, you are a weakling and a coward,” | said. Tultamaan accepts no flattery or 
illusions, or not when he is having important conversations with the few dragons he trusts. 


Tultamaan was not insulted. (Actually he was insulted, but he regards the entire cosmos as a 
personal insult directed at him, with his own body and personality the fang-tip of it.) “l cannot 
see why those Facts, albeit Indisputable and the cause of much Unfortunateness in my life, 


could possibly be relevant to the situation. Except, of course, that | shall use them to Great 
Advantage.” 


“How is that?” 


The Honesty of Tultamaan (28/170) 


“Why, Jyothky, | believe you have a mind that is Capable of Occasional Operation, should you 
be somehow Inspired to Force it into Activity, as is sure to happen nearly once a Duodecade. 
What role could a weakling and coward most usefully take, in the terrible and strange realms 
that adjoin our universe on all sides?” (Payment for Tultamaan is given in attending to him. As a 
tip, | let him insult me. | think it is worth it, to have another dragon who is entirely loyal and 
somewhat useful to me, especially without anyone’s genitalia getting involved. At least, | think 
so when I’m not talking to him.) 


“It’s not obvious. You would seem temperamentally most suited to hiding in a safe place while 
other dragons take risks,” | said. 


“Exactly! You grasp the Psychological Essence of the Matter! The Practical Details will make my 
actual contribution to the party. Do we have an agreement?” said Tultamaan. 


| belched a flickering purple twistor beam. “You have made one of your rare mistakes, in 
concluding that my mind has actually become active. | have no idea what you mean.” 


“Ah, you wish for the Detailed Explanation, having missed the Basic Clues that contain All the 
Necessary Hints, despite me Tossing them to you Beautifully Adorned with Metaphorical Purple 
Ribbons. | shall interpret this as you still meditating upon the Expense of the Monument to 
Graulfnir and somehow missing an Essential Word Here or There,” said Tultamaan with a sneer 
carefully calculated to stop one place short of annoying me too much. 


“Wise counsellor! You have put your clawtip upon the very essence of the matter! | refer, of 
course, to the tip of your left front wingclaw, which has full mobility, or rather the appendage it is 
attached to has full mobility, rather than the claw more conventionally used for pointing, which in 
your case is paralyzed. | specifically refrain from referring to your disabilities, at least as long as 
you refrain from referring to mine,” | said, with an expression two-thirds confused and one-third 
admiring and entirely feigned, because that combination and such words are one place short of 
annoying him too much. “So, tell me your plan!” 


He snorted frosty rings, as a sign that our mutual antagonism had been performed satisfactorily. 
“A Coward desires safety above all things. A Coward misfortunate enough to be Mighty will 
merely flee from dangers which a Clever and Dispassionate Observer would consider unworthy, 
and thus has no hope of either honor or utility. | am not that sort of Coward.” 


“Indeed, you are not that sort of coward. For | myself have defeated you in duels, which would 
be quite unusual for a small and unimposing dragoness when fighting a drake who could be 


considered mighty. By a syllogism, then, you are not to be considered mighty.” (Hm. Perhaps I’m 
the one getting the tip of allowed insulting.) 


“Precisely. | am the sort of Coward who has the Great Advantage to also be a Weakling. And | 
embrace these Terrible Flaws and turn them into Strengths of a Sort! | do not bother to flee from 
dangers, for | expect that to generally be Hopeless. | ponder my weaknesses, | seek out flaws in 
my protections, | contemplate how an Enemy or even mere Misfortune could cause me woe! 
And, as |am a Tolerably Clever Beast as well as a Coward and a Weakling, | devise Defenses! | 
protect myself! | encrust myself in Layer upon Layer of Invulnerabilities! | have contingency 
plans in place for a gross of disasters — and contingency plans in place case the first 
contingency plans fail!” 


“| have noticed that you do spend the greater part of your allowance and salary on magic 
shields from magic-rich worlds, force-field generators from realms of great technology, and the 
like. Still, you have told me most of the story. Finish it off, for | am far too lazy and stupid to draw 
any conclusion from what you have said so far, and especially not the conclusion that you want 
to be the Chief Defensive Officer of the exploring company and use your considerable 
experience and personal flaws to protect the whole thing,” | said. (| need to get veriception 
blocks that keep me from noticing myself. | can’t even tell an obvious lie for the purpose of 
amusing a friend without the vericeptive equivalent of farting in my own face.) 


“Ah! In that case, | shall complete the argument. | thus apply for the position of chief defensive 
officer, or captain of the guard, or whatever it shall be called. | have considerable experience 
and a personal flaw which render me particularly qualified for the post.” None of his usual 
excessive capitals, not even where he was quoting from me. 


“Ah. No drake that you want to marry?” | asked. 


“| shall have nothing to do with that particularly Unpleasant Amusement of your Administration. | 
have long since determined that Celibacy and Generally Not Thinking About The Topic is my 
best approach to Romance and to the Supposedly Pleasant Activities pertaining thereto,” said 
Tultamaan, with a disgusted grimace. 


| had to ask, “Well, you have never, to my knowledge, said a single nice thing about urnings. Not 
that you have much nice to say of anyone, of course. You understand that this exploring party 
consists largely of urnings, and one of its purposes is to supply them with honor,” | pointed out. 
“How do you feel about being surrounded by them for some long period of time, working your 
hardest to protect them from whatever dangers come in these outer worlds, and having your 
own gains of respectability and honor inextricably associated with theirs?” 


“This is hardly a New Concern for me. | have thrown in my lot with Hove, after all, and with the 
vast hordes of drakes who indulge themselves in Disreputable Passtimes with each other, and 
with the hovens too, | should imagine. To a certain extent you are the only dragon whose purity | 
trust. Not because you act pure, for you do not, but because you do not enjoy adultery and will 
stop it when the doctor ceases to recommend it,” said Tultamaan. 


| snarled at him for two reasons. He chose the one he preferred to answer. 


“True, | have not yet answered your question. | anticipate all of these Difficulties and Blots when 
| first conceived of the Concept of making this Proposal. | accept them. In reverse order, then. 
Third, whatever Status | achieve on Hove brings with it the association with the Worse Sort of 
Drake, so it shall make little difference to me. Second, | shall be working my hardest to protect 
Myself and all the other dragons with me. | would hardly achieve any sort of Honor if | ran off 
somehow and let them die. And First, | am an Extraordinarily Unappealing Drake. Which is 
unexpected in a certain light, considering my Beautiful Scales and Elegant Conformation. When 
| am at my most Unrealistic and Arrogant | blame it on my forelegs, but of course it is a matter of 
my Highly Refined Personality. | do not anticipate any entanglements or romantic problems with 
drakes, any more than | anticipate any adultery with dragonesses on Hove.” 


“Are you complaining about me, that | will twine with other dragons | am not married to, but not 
you?” | had to ask. 


“| have long since scrubbed the least bit of Sexual Interest for you and Arilash out of my psyche. 
It never done any sort of Good Thing to me Whatsoever. | refer to dragonesses like Psilia and 
Dessvaria, who behave rather like you and Arilash without even the Thin Excuses of doctor’s 
orders and, h’m, | cannot for the Breath of Me remember what Arilash’s excuse might be. Save 
that nobody would marry her,” said Tultamaan. 


“Well, | think getting you and Arilash into separate worlds would make everyone happier. For my 
own part, | fear that my government will fall apart without the constant stream of insults and 
contempt for everyone at all and especially yourself. But without your insightful explanations and 
political advice, | should be a great deal happier. Oh, you wish to frown! Did | get that backwards 
again? Anyhow, Osoth decides who goes with him and who does what, but | shall support your 
application.” 


“Thank you.” 


Economics of Osoth (11) (29/170) 


Rather later, in and in the middle of a long discussion of practicalities and participants, Osoth 
said, “Eleventh. Tultamaan. | don’t suppose he’s making some sort of peculiar and oblique jest 
against all of us?” 


“No, not at all. He’s quite serious.” 


“He and | have barely spoken since he stormed out of the mating flight so many years ago. | 
suppose this long run of good fortune must come to an end. He has been your advisor, correct? 
Not your lover, just your advisor?” 


“| have a very small set of lovers, and you Know who all of them are,” | snapped. He is the only 
one that | might keep on as a lover after my doctor says | am sufficiently fertilized, and that only 
because of an alliance between Nrararn and Osoth when they were due to lose the mating 
flight. 


“| intend no offense! | simply note that anyone who is twining with Tultamaan probably does not 
want the fact to be widely known. He is a good advisor?” 


“He is rarely wrong. Once in a rare while some dragon or other surprises him by being less 
cynical, wicked, arrogant, cruel, or self-centered than Tultamaan expects. Actually Csirnis 
constantly baffles him, and | try to, too. He hates and fears everything, and expects any event to 
rebound surprisingly against him. This is just what you want your Master of the Defenses to 
expect. | can’t imagine a dragon who would do better at the job. We’re mostly sure that our 
might and magic can overcome any, say, cyoziworm, twistor blast, undead god, or rebellion of 
small people.” 


He knew what | meant by that list: dragons alone had not precisely won against any of those 
things, on Hove. “I am persuaded to allow him along. | suppose that, if he gets too annoying, | 
can cram zombie centipedes into my ears.” 


A Surprise of Hyxy and Ngassith (30/170) 


A Surprise of Hyxy and Ngassith 


| hadn’t intended any married couples or females for the Royal Name-Needing Exploring 
Company. They are married, after all, or could be if they wanted to be. 


Hyxy was a different problem. Hyxy is a candidate for the title of Smallest Dragoness On Hove. 
(I am too, although my circumference probably disqualifies me.) Unlike the other candidate, 
Hyxy is a nimble and ferocious warrior, quite the match for a drake half again her size. Her twin 
breath weapons, ice and a deadly corrosive poison, have slain more hovens than any 
dragonfire. She is also my friend and supporter. When the question arose about who should rule 
Hove, or Hove’s dragons at any rate, Hyxy and Ngassith split up, with Hyxy fighting for me. | 
rewarded her with the splendid large territory of Varna Varfla, from the great hoven city of 
Varnoic to the Avernigian Sea and the endless Kivarnis swamps. Hyxy loves swamps. 


Hyxy and Ngassith are a very sweet couple, to each other and to dragons generally. They are 
quite happy and cheerful, and enjoying a few duodecades of each other and wealth and territory 
before they start the troublesome business of hatching eggs and hoping against hope that their 
children survive the Great Separation. 


As her queen and her friend, it was incumbent upon me to spoil her happiness. 


She knew it, too. Her brick-red head darted left and right, as if | were going to have a pair of 
very large drakes leap at her from the walls and rip pieces out of her. | probably should have: it 
would have been simpler and over faster. Except that, being Hyxy, she would have damaged the 
drakes just as much as they damaged her. And doubtless wrecked the Deemworth-Horthumple 
Trans-Shipping Station, the smallest of my warehouse/courtrooms and the one just across the 
Avernigian Sea from Varna Varfla. Not that that would be much of a loss: two gross pounds of 
smouldering lamb’s-wrath and paradise-pine couldn’t cover up the stink of old machinery and 

oil. 


“Hyxy, you know why I’ve called you here, and why we are being all formal about everything,” | 
said. Wings %-spread, tail coiled around my paws, to say that | was not personally insulted by 
her actions, but was acting under the force of the duties of my office. 


“| do,” she answered. 


Tultamaan shook his head. “That is not Appropriate. It is how things are done in the Butt-Ends 
of Cozy Caverns in which Wicked Rulers arrange the laws with their Evil Cronies in ways that let 
the Evil Cronies spew all sorts of Alarming Wickednesses out upon everyone and sundry. | do 
not particularly care about Hyxy’s victims, but | do care that the dragons on Hove shall measure 
up to all the traditional standards of the Elder Dragon-Worlds in all the ways we can. There are 
enough Perversions here. We do not need to pervert the Laws and Legal Customs as well.” 


Ngassith glared at Tultamaan. Tultamaan shrugged at Ngassith. | crashed my wings together, 
making everyone else wince. “Right. Hyxy, | have called you here because you have bitten 
several of our treaties with the hovens. To remind you, we do not rule Hove as your parents 
ruled the hasque on Hasqueth, or as mine ruled the mhelvul on Mhel. We did not conquer Hove, 
not exactly, and we do not own it or even occupy it as far as the natives are concerned — and 
as far as we are concerned as well! We have treaties with nearly all the countries of Hove. We 
destroy any invaders of our countries, including other countries, mind-controlling worms, and 
certain internal troubles as well. In exchange, we are given a certain sum of money annually, the 
ability to change their laws within certain limits, and various assorted rights and privileges that 
mostly amount to us being allowed to partition out Hove as draconic territories that overlap the 
hoven countries. 


“Territories don’t replace hoven countries, | say. They overlap, they coexist. It is as if we rule the 
sky, and they rule the land. For the most part we do not exist for their purposes, and they do not 
exist for ours. Unlike on Hasqueth, unlike on Mhel and Chiriact and Graulfnir — but like on 
Yyrclarian — we exploit Hove by the subtle method of Insidious Insinuation. We cause the 
hovens to rely on us for various things they cannot provide to themselves, like peace, magical 
healing, and melting of mountains. They pay well for that, and we use those fees to buy 
ourselves all manner of comforts and luxuries. 


“Now. This works well if they are generally well-disposed towards us. It works less well if they 
hate us. For which reason we accept certain limitations on our own behavior. We do not, for 
instance, use travel spells which crease the sky and wreck hoven airplanes and zeppelins in 


flight. We do not snatch farm animals, eat them, and fly off; we leave accounting information so 
that the farmer can get paid. And we do not kill hovens unless they are actively committing 
crimes against us, or the close associates of hovens who have attempted to kill us, or who have 
attacked hovens under our protection.” 


Hyxy listened to my sociological scolding quietly. At the end she said, “I have followed all of your 
laws to the letter.” 


Surprise 2 (31/170 


| nodded grimly. “Yes, you have followed them to the letter. But you are a devious and wicked 
little monster — | mean that in a respectful, even awed, sense — and you have enjoyed some 
little massacres in ways that do not break the letter of the law.” 


Hyxy cocked her head. “But you imply that they break the spirit of the law, and that you want to 
punish me for them.” 


“Hyxy, | don’t want to punish you. | am going to punish you because | need to, or the Insidious 
Insinuation will fail and we'll have to work much harder conquering the place and have a 
miserable gross-years or two before Hove is properly pacified.” (| would phrase that differently to 
my hoven friends, who don’t want to be conquered and don’t think that any pacification would be 
proper.) “Anyhow, would you do me the favor of detailing your various massacres, and how you 
make them lawful, and | will smile at your cleverness, and try to figure out what to do with you.” 
(| already knew what | was going to do with her.) 


Hyxy laughed, short and bitter. “You already know what you are going to do with me.” 


Tultamaan flicked his tail, swatting Ngassith in the side. “The Form of the occasion demands a 
Confession. Or, if you prefer not to Confess, since we are not accusing you of Crimes, you may 
Boast. Or, if even that does not Suit your Whimsical Fancy, you may keep your muzzle shut and 
the rest of us will Speak of these Events in Considerably Disapproving Tones.” 


“I'll boast,” said Hyxy. “It so happens that my hoard contains a large number of jasper stones 
and silver coins. | know these are my jasper stones and my silver coins, because | sprinkled 
them with tincture of erumathia, imported from Hasqueth, and there is nothing at all on Hove 
that smells like tincture of erumathia.” 


“Why do you sprinkle them with tincture of erumathia?” | asked. 


“So | can tell unambiguously in a court of truth that they are my jasper stones and my silver 
coins, of course,” said Hyxy. “Also, seriously, they are cheap jaspers and silvers, which are 
hardly the best part of a hoard without some sort of aesthetic improvement. Anyhow, | then took 
a big double pawful of my (my) jaspers and silvers out for a fly. Jaspers and silvers look rather 
better by sunlight, even from Hove's ridiculous suns. Actually | sometimes do that without any 
extra reason! Don’t you?” 


“No,” said Tultamaan. “| would never Imagine such a Passtime. | could not Grasp nor Hold the 
treasures with my useless forepaws.” 


Hyxy glared at him. “That, and you’d rather complain than enjoy treasure. | (/) like my treasure. 
So | flew to Viurting Bay, in my territory, where there is a pleasant beach. White sand, blood-red 
sea-wrack lapping up on it, dead giant jellyfish here and there. In the hours of Eclipse, it is 
empty. | inspected it carefully: no hovens, no jaspers, and no silvers did it hold. | scattered my 
treasures on the sand in artful loops, and flew to the top of Vomorzen to wait for the brightest 
sun to come out of eclipse so | could enjoy them. | did tuck my head under my wing for a nap in 
a copse of thick trees, seriously.” 


“| would not doubt your given word,” | said, “and certainly not about a nap.” 


“Three hours later, or maybe four, | woke up. Eclipse was long over. The hovens had come back 
to the beach. Dozens of them, disgusting things! Crawling and pullulating all over the beach! 
And it so happened that they were picking up jaspers and silvers, right in their greedy slimy 
hands. My (my) jaspers and silvers! Which | could identify by means of the sprinkled tincture, so 
there is no ambiguity about the situation. None!” 


| chuckled. “I accept that the hovens were picking up your treasures, the treasures that you had 
scattered on the beach and carefully marked as yours just as if you expected something of the 
sort. | don’t accept that hovens are disgusting.” 


Hyxy shuddered. “Well, not many dragons really understand how vile and unpleasant small 
people really are. Anyhow! A beach full of hovens who were seeking out and taking and 
collecting my (my) treasures! The treaties are careful to specify that hovens who steal a 
dragon’s hoard may be caught and dealt with as the dragon sees fit.” 


“Which was...?” 


Hyxy grinned at the memory. “Well, corrosion breath for most of them. A slow mist, so | could 
watch them become less disgusting.” 


“By ‘become less disgusting’ you mean ‘become more dead’?” 


We do? (32/170) 


“Yes! Exactly! Dead and dissolved, leaving only the bones! Dead and frozen, with the repugnant 
softness of their skin become tolerable hardness!” Hyxy roared. 


“Corrosion and cold. You have the right breath weapons for your tastes,” | said, because | am a 
sympathetic friend even when my friends are being horrid. 


“Oh, Ngassith’s fire breath is just as good. Crisped burnt small people are just as good.” said 
Hyxy. 


“Do Animals revolt you, or is it just Small People?” asked Tultamaan. “For | am contemplating 
the possibility of supplying you with herds of Cattle, or, if they can be Imported from Graulfnir, 
perhaps herds of Giant Slugs. You could destroy such things with perfect moral simplicity.” 


Hyxy shook her head. “Do these cattle and slugs talk, do they dress themselves, do they enjoy 
treasure, do they pretend to have honor and scholarship and power the way small people do? 
That is what is odious: they pretend to be like dragons. They are not dragons! They are a 
loathsome imitation!” 


Ngassith pointed out, “Strictly speaking, they are not imitating us. They developed their 
civilizations and powers before we came here.” 


Hyxy nipped his wing affectionately by way of response, and finished her episode. “Back to the 
beach where hovens were stealing my (my!) jaspers and silvers. | did what any self-respecting 
and treaty-abiding dragon would do in the face of thievery. None of them survived. | collected 
my jaspers and silvers, every one, and flew home.” 


| said, “I note that you picked jaspers and silvers, which are immune to one modality of your 
generally omnicorrosive breath, which was the modality you used. One might suspect that the 
whole incident was carefully scripted and staged.” 


Hyxy nodded. “One need not suspect. | planned scrupulously! | read the treaties! | took great 
pains to follow them precisely!” 


“True, which is why this is a royal court and not a court of law,” | said. 


Hyxy grinned. “May | continue to boast?” She could. She did, at length. She ended with, “And so 
my score is four hundred and eighteen or nineteen hovens, depending on whether that one in 
the hospital survived or not.” 


| turned to my advisor. “Tultamaan, please find out whether it lived or died. If it lived, | will go 
heal it.” 


“Noted,” he said. (It — he — had survived, and was restored to health by a couple of spells. The 
local authorities were able to find him a foster home after it became clear that he had the dragon 
queen’s favor. Which is some small and insufficient compensation.) 


| turned to my murderous friend. “Hyxy. We can’t have you slaughtering hovens. The exceptions 
in the treaty are intended —” 


”— intended to cover hovens who creep into our homes and try to steal our hoards in some 
premeditated and intentional way. | know that.” 


| glared at her a bit. “l am going to acquire draconic lawyers at great expense from Chiriact, and 
put together a law code for Hove. It will protect small people from you, even if our treaties with 
the small people don’t.” 


Hyxy shrugged. “I'll follow your silly laws.” 


“You will also be paying for the lawyers. | am confiscating your stipend until the lawyers are paid 
for. Expect that to take three to five years.” 


Hyxy shrugged. “I'll pay for your silly laws.” 


“And | am taking Varna Varfla from you. You have shown that you can’t care for it properly, so 
you can’t have it.” 


Hyxy reared her head, and dripped a bit of slime from her mouth that scored the floor. “What, 
you'll give territories to drakes-on-drakes, but not me?” 


“You will have territory. Larger than your current territory, even. The Great Kavobma Swales, 

and the adjoining mountain ranges.” | had had my hoven staff prepare a map on a great sheet of 
thick plastic, with the new territory outlined in red. “There. It’s a huge territory, but some of the 
harshest land on Hove. Frozen mountains, deep swamps, and a few algae-clogged lakes and 
cold conifer forests. Not many hovens live there. We drew the borders to exclude all the towns. 
One special requirement: Arilash likes this mountain range, so you have to share.” 


“As long as I’m not sharing Ngassith!” said Hyxy. 


“Arilash holds no appeal for me compared to you,” said Ngassith. “And | would share any 
territory with you no matter how horrid, or none at all, so long as | could be your husband.” The 
two nuzzled lovingly, a bit. 


| said, “And another special edict for you, Hyxy. You and Ngassith are not personally allowed to 
enforce our treaties, without my direct permission. If hovens are stealing from you, or even 
trying to kill you, you must acquire another dragon to take care of the matter.” 


Hyxy drooped against Ngassith. “About what | expected. Ngassith, get your hemipenises ready. 
I’m going to be bored.” 


| chuckled. “I will still call on you when | have hovens to kill! Once in a while some country still 
attacks another.” 


“Yeah, how long will that go on?” Hyxy grumbled. 
“A few duodecades, if other worlds are any guide,” | said. 


Ngassith arched his head up. “O great queen, we accept your judgment and your punishment 
for our carefully crafted non-crime. We do not dispute it, we do not appeal for mercy or special 
considerations.” 


“Actually, didn’t you design it to be pretty much all mercy? You picked the kind of terrain and 
climate | (/) like best. And it’s better that it’s not crawling with icky hovens. And you didn’t even 
garnishee Ngassith’s allowance, just mine,” said Hyxy. 


“Ngassith didn’t do anything,” | said. (Except for not stopping her.) “But yes, | am trying to 
prevent future massacres and give the hovens the appearance of justice being done. Making 
you miserable is not required.” 


“But we wish to make one further request of you,” added Ngassith. 
“We do?” asked Hyxy, blinking at her mate. 


We do? (33/170) 
“We wish that you exile us from Hove for a period of a few years,” said Ngassith. 
“We do?” asked Hyxy, spreading her wings in alarm. 


“Do you want a vacation?” | asked. “You can travel without being exiled. You are not being 
bound to your new territory, forbidden to leave it. You can go where you will, as long as you 
don’t murder anyone.” 


“We would like to join your exploring company. This will serve you well. You get to add another 
aspect to our punishment when you explain it to hovens. We have useful skills: | am a 
treasure-mage, and Hyxy is a mighty warrior. For our purposes it works well too. It eases the 
loss of one territory if we are away when it happens. There may well be battles in the wilds 
between worlds, giving Hyxy a chance to exercise and satisfy her violent side. Any dishonor 
attendant on losing territory and requiring a royal reprimand will be forgotten in the aftermath of 
the exploring company. So you see that it is a matter of your royal mercy, and not a thing that 
we demand by right.” 


Hyxy’s eyes were glowing. “I didn’t think you were going to ask for it!” 


“| have no immediate answer for you. | certainly do not deny your petition, but neither do | 
approve it. | must consult the leaders of the exploring party. There are certain considerations to 
be considered. Will it be troublesome to have a dragoness around, in a party consisting largely 
of bachelor drakes, on an adventure which somewhat resembles a mating flight in purpose if not 
precisely in character?” 


“| won't be twining with anyone but Ngassith,” said Hyxy. 


“Of course not,” | said. “Which is another issue — can Hove afford to lose its one and only 
non-adulterous married couple?” Which is not true, but worth laughter. 


* 
ek 


Rather later, and in the middle of a long discussion of practicalities and participants, Osoth said, 
“Fourteenth. Hyxy and Ngassith. A strange and squamous sort of acceptance.” 


“What do you mean by that?” | asked. 


“| mean that they can come if they behave themselves in a specific way,” said Osoth. “No 
massacres of small people when we don’t need it. No public copulation. | would not deny that 
the expedition shares certain aspects of a mating flight, but the already-mated dragons and the 
determinedly-celibate dragons should not participate in those aspects. Hyxy and Ngassith can 
twine all they like, but they should not pennant their triumphant dragoness-and-drake-ness in 
the sky above the rest of us.” 


| scratched notes in my seventh wax tablet. “I will see if they can accept those terms.” 


* 
ek 


They could. 


Jaraswat the Extremely Great Linguist (34/170) 


Jaraswat the Extremely Great Linguist 


| only met Jaraswat a few times. He has far better things to do than endure the company of 
mere royalty. 


Still, once in a while, he found it unavoidable. Such as at the banquet | held honoring the 
members of the now-named Hoven Royal Exploring Company. | transfixed him thoractically with 
a regal gaze, and, when he ignored that, | slithered over and stood in front of him with my head 
up until he couldn’t any more. 


He dipped his head. “Queen Jyothky. It is a narpan, as the Barabondo say in their native tongue, 
to meet you.” 


| cast the Word-Fox and asked it what a narpan is. Jaraswat smirked a bit, noticing me casting. 
But nobody around knew what the word meant, except for Jaraswat himself, who blocked my 
vulpine little spell. 


| answered in Grand Draconic. “Ah, you must be Jaraswat the highly reputationized linguist. It is 
a problem, as the astral dragons say in their native tongue, to understand you. At least if you 
insist on speaking Barabondo.” 


“Oh, could it be that you are unfamiliar with the Barabondo tribe, of Zelmary?” he said with a 
supercilious whiffle. “Remarkable. | published four papers on their language in the Transactions 
of the Royal Graulfnir Society of Sciences and Magics. Perhaps they were before your time. 
Anyhow, narpan expresses a peculiarly Barabondese form of good fortune, which may be 
loosely translated as that which arises when one encounters the younger degree of royalty. The 
corresponding word for the greater form being, of course, ftablistica.” 


“Remarkably apt, particularly since we don’t are have those multiple degrees of royalty,” | noted 
agreeably and ungrammatically. “And why do you have joined the Hoven Royal Exploring 
Company?” 


“My reasons are entirely chirric, | assure you,” he said. 


“I still am not speak Barabondo,” | said. “Unless you are for to use the an unusual adjectival 
form of ‘chir’, as in, one of the the native small people of Chiriact. Though it’s usually ‘chirrish’.” 


He frowned at my abuse of Grand Draconic. “I am a scientific linguist, not a grammarian. | will 
not be baited by any spurious verb forms or doubled articles you care to manufacture. However! 
| am now aware of your weakness in Barabondo, so | have switched to Dommor, which surely 
cannot be obscure to you. But again you appear not to understand. ‘Chirric’ refers to the 
spiritual heights achieved by the noble-spirited excellences.” 


“It must be wonderful to be such a noble-spirited excellence that your noble-spiritedness can 
only be expressed in such unclesticu tongues,” | said. 


But of course he had learned the language of the Dorday region of Trest, and probably every 
other tongue | could call up to tease him with. “I would hardly call Dommor unclesticu. While | 
admit that it hardly falls within the boundaries of Trest, it is neither foreign nor obscure on 
Hasqueth. Nor does any language have the connotations of supernatural horror that unclesticu 
suggests.” 


Annoying lizard! But correct in the details of his usage. 
“But what, specifically, are your chirric reasons for coming on this expedition?” 


“Oh, | should think it quite obvious. | have learned all the languages in the dragon-worlds, and 
acquired weft-maps of the greater number of them. For more tongues, | must sardoss, which, as 
the Harimengu say, is to adventure outside the familiar realms. And Osoth offered me the 
position of chief scientist, which is a moderate honor but an interesting one.” 


“You’re not an urning, then?” | asked. 


“Absolutely not. Disgusting creatures, urnings. Altogether blorrub,” said Jaraswat. | didn’t bother 
to get a translation of blorrub. 


Which was a surprising thing to hear, as Jaraswat’s name (and, if one were to trust rumors, his 
body) had been attached to more than one drake in the Royal Graulfnir Society of Sciences and 
Magics. Perhaps he just didn’t approve of actual marriage between drakes. 


“Well, don’t be too actively disgusted. The Hoven Royal Exploring Company is mostly urnings. 
As is the dragon population of Hove,” | said. 


“It certainly is a dordond place,” he said. After | glared at him, he explained that the Phértsnaaa 
people of lonc use the word dordond for a wide variety of peculiar and repugnant matters, such 
as — 


“Bide a moment. It is clear that your lecture is of grave importance and must be met with all 
attention, but —” | said. | spotted Mr. Norb across the room, in the section for hovens, and made 
my way there. (Insult part 1: breaking off a conversation with a dragon to speak to a small 
person.) 


“Mr. Norb! | honor your upcoming participation in our upcoming expedition!” | said, in Trestean. 


“Well, the pay’s good,” said the massive hoven. “And I’ve been the sort of lad what always liked 
the science fiction stories. Going to another world by some mystery tunneling machine! And 
here | am, going to another world. Couldn’t be more exciting, even if | am going there to dig 
ditches. Or supervise zombies digging ditches anyhow.” 


“Sanitation ditches!” | said, loudly enough that Jaraswat could overhear. “Still, there may be a 
problem.” 


“A problem, ma’am?” he said, fidgeting one of the bands on with his unaccustomed formalwear. 


“Yes. We may have severely underestimated the size of the sanitation ditches needed. We 
assumed that all the dragons were ordinary large drakes, whose output is substantial enough. 
But some of the drakes are members of the Royal Graulfnir Society of Sciences and Magics, 
and their output is likely to be prodigious indeed.” 


“How many hogsheads per day are we talking here, ma’am?” said Mr. Norb, quiet and serious. 


“Best plan on five or six more,” | said. | have no idea how big a hogshead is. (| looked it up later 
on. It’s a large amount of wine, or a larger amount of beer, or a smaller amount of fortified wine. 
Only Mr. Norb and his secretive, silent, and smelly (due to being undead) guild know much it is 

of dragon droppings.) 


| never did quite make it back to Jaraswat to finish that conversation. Which is a complete and 
utter springiss, as the Kurbatic Mhorfs of Tweenimdnde say. Or would say, if | hadn’t just made 
them up. 


Jaraswat and the Ugly Dwarf (35/170) 
Jaraswat and the Ugly Dwarf 


A long time ago — two or three gross-years — a much younger Jaraswat came to Lliashatheny, 
who at that time lived in exile on Graulfnir. Lliashatheny dwelled in a large inverted glass bowl, 
shimmering with fifty-eight kinds of blue. Though it was glass, it was rarely transparent. When 
Jaraswat, newly a bachelor, peered into it, he saw visions of tools and toys. Magical tools and 
toys, charged with something that is not wholly unlike astral magic as dragons know it, but is 


certainly not the same thing. He saw, for example, a jigsaw that would cut time into odd-shaped 
fragments, so that one could enjoy two days in succession, and then two nights, rather than 
endure the tyrannical order of day-night-day-night. He saw an auger that could drill holes 
between nearby universes, so that one could become a serpent and slither from one to the next 
without the expense of monuments or travel spells. He saw a carding-brush that would comb 
prose into poetry. 


He saw a spindle that caught his eye completely. 


When he had thus decided, he flew off to the castle of his parents. From there he made his way 
to Twarrentine, where no dragon dwells for long. He endured the hideous Iluyew of that awful 
world’s sun and land for long enough to rake diamonds with his paws from the desert sands, 
and terrify the twarrents into smelting gold for him, and bringing him the aromatic wood of 
gullivasc trees. 


At length he returned to Lliashatheny’s inverted bowl. He flew around thrice, and roared, 
“Lliashatheny, you ugly dwarf, who has retreated to Graulfnir and been permitted to stay here as 
an exile, come forth! | have brought you the price of the wixio!” 


Lliashatheny then became next to him, by means which Lliashatheny enjoys and nobody else 
understands. Lliashatheny was, and is, indeed an ugly dwarf of a dragon — or dragon-like thing; 
nobody knows exactly what it is. (Yes, “it”. It doesn’t seem to be a drake or a dragoness.) It is 
barely half my size, and | am among the smallest of dragons from head to tail. (| make up for it 
in circumference, which is arguably not an improvement.) It is only moderately larger than a 
small person. It has no wings. It compensates for their lack by having an excessive tail, a long 
and protracted and whippy and unadorned tail that terminates in just a plain point. Its fangs and 
claws are short and blocky and appear well-used, though we rarely see Lliashatheny actually 
fight anything. Its eyes are sunken into its skull, unlike the bulbous eyes of astral dragons. Its 
features are coarse and unpleasant. Its scales are thick and immobile. It doesn’t smell like a 
dragon either: it has harsh and nasty aromatic notes in its scent, like a dragon that had been 
marinated in valerian or some such unpleasant herb. 


“The wixio’s price is more than merely diamonds and gold and gullivasc wood,” said 
Lliashatheny. 


“What? Are you a cheating dwarf as well as an ugly one?” Jaraswat had not learned all his 
languages, that long ago, and stuck to Grand Draconic. “Your magic glass lump clearly said, so 
much gold, so many diamonds, so much gullivasc.” 


“The price for me to make you the wixio is that. The price for using it is different. The price for 
owning it is yet another price. The wixio is what | will make for the price of the making. If you 
wish it!” said Lliashatheny. 


“| wish it!” snapped Jaraswat. 


Then they were inside of the glass dome. Probably no spell could be cast on any astral dragon 
without him being aware of it, so | suppose that Lliashatheny moved the dome to be around 
them. The dome included a pleasant parlor. Rather small, being made to Lliashatheny’s frame 
rather than Jaraswat’s. But it had a pebble-couch full of gemstones as bright as a dozen 
breaths, which Jaraswat immediately sprawled in, and into which, at the end of the meeting, 
Lliashatheny poured the diamonds Jaraswat had paid. 


“Not yet have | told you all the prices,” said Lliashatheny. “The use-price of using the wixio is 
this. The wixio will, in an instant, weave the linguistic competence of anyone into a garment. The 
material it uses is the victim’s ability to speak, to understand words, to even understand that 
there is such a thing as communication. The whosoever you use it on will never again share any 
thought or word or feeling or hate or love with any other being — never again think in ideas and 
concepts! Not unless he is wearing the garment woven from his own competence.” 


“What care | for that?” snapped Jaraswat. “I am planning a grand investigation and study into 
the nature of language itself! A few small people shall lose a facility along the way, and one they 
barely make any worthwhile use of. It’s not as if they have important thoughts, or as if their 
feelings matter past the moment or two or need to be communicated at all. | shan’t be using it 
dragons after all. Not even on dwarf dragons like you.” 


“Not at all right are you of that,” said Lliashatheny. “And have you spoken to any small people, 
and have you learned their ways, and have you lived among them, and have you understood 
them?” 


“| have spoken to them! | have learned their tongues with the The Spilling of the Speech and the 
Word-Fox and other such linguistic spells. | understand them as well as they understand 
themselves!” 


Lliashatheny clicked its claws together. “And do you understand me?” 


Jaraswat frowned at the ugly little thing. “I understand, at any rate, that you speak Grand 
Draconic and probably shouldn't. | understand, at any rate, that the terms of your presence 
among us dictate that you must made your amusing little devices for those dragons who pay for 
it.” He shoved the box of diamonds and gold and wood over. “There, | have paid. Make me the 
wixio right now, and instruct me in the manner and subtlety of its use.” 


“The last price,” said Lliashatheny, undeterred, “is the price for owning it. The simple price and 
the great price it is, for the owning of the wixio is free. The but if you cease to own the wixio, you 
shall be destroyed.” 


Jaraswat glared. “What, it attaches itself to my spirit or my v6 somehow, so that taking it from 
me rips my essence in two? How can you build as foolish and unsafe a device as that?” 


Lliashatheny shrugged. “Not anything of the sort, dragon. Not any connection, neither magical 
nor spiritual or any such thing. The day that you cease to own the wixio is the day that you will 
die. Not any sweet or honorable death either, but a woeful and deplorable one.” 


Jaraswat thought a moment. “I do not believe in this concept of causality without a causal 
mechanism. There may be some hidden force or entity enforcing such a fate. Still, | ama 
dragon, and fairly mighty even among my age-peers; | will match my prowess and cleverness 
against any such hidden force or entity, and, win or lose, it shall at least be an honorable 
contest. And if you are somehow correct, Lliashatheny, | daresay it shall be after a long and 
honor-filled life as one of the greatest scholars and scientists of all. Plus, of course, my own 
might and grandeur are sufficient to guard one magic item, or an equally whole hoard, so | do 
not expect that the wixio shall depart from my possession. 


Lliashatheny shrugged. “Many people will regret that | made it for you. Perhaps you will be one 
of them.” 


Jaraswat shrugged. “Perhaps.” 


Lliashatheny took the gullivasc wood to another room in his dome, and spun it on a lathe, and 
carved it with its claws. The wixio was a spindle, sized for a dragon to hold. 


Jaraswat and the wixio (36/170 


Lliashatheny taught Jaraswat the art of hooking the end of it in a small person’s soul, and 
spinning it, and thereby drawing for the linguistic competence of the small person. When the 
competence was shaken off the wixio, it took the shape of a sweater. Jaraswat immediately flew 
forth and acquired a dozen of them from a dozen graulfs. The tongue-garment was more or less 
elegant depending on the elegance of the victim’s speech, and more or less colorful depending 
on the depth of his vocabulary, and had one neck-hole for each language he spoke. 


Jaraswat immediately presented this, dressed up in a scholarly form, to the Royal Graulfnir 
Society of Sciences and Magics. He was eloquent — he had not used the wixio on himself! — 
and his investigations were of a new sort. The discipline of linguistics was moribund before 
Jaraswat. Linguists of the old school were simply dragons who had learned a hundred tongues 
by the exertion of their brains, and, in essence, performed tricks of translation and of comparing 
the fine shades of meanings between them. That discipline was never considered very 
important compared to physics, travel magic, mathematics, history, healing. And then came the 
invention of language-spells, so that any dragon who wished could learn any language at no 
more effort than finding a single speaker of it, and the old-school linguists were rendered 
useless and humiliated, having spent gross-years doing what any dragonet could now do in 
seconds. 


So linguistics died, and stayed dead until Jaraswat and the wixio reincarnated it. Jaraswat’s 
methods showed the fine structure of a tongue, as details in the weaves of cloth. It allowed 
comparing two languages: Barabondo is a bluer and thus more honorable language than 
reddish Timilcan, and, as its fibers are thinner, is capable of more subtlety and subject to more 
linguistic distortion by misunderstandings or loan words. 


Reviving a whole discipline and making it into a deep and precise science was one of the 
greatest triumphs in the Society in recent gross-years. Jaraswat quickly scooped up awards and 


honors as a looting drake scoops up tapestries and food-beasts, and in mere duodecades he 
became one of the great lights of the Society. The dragonesses who had spurned him in his 
mating flight were ashamed to meet his gaze in the great courts of Graulfnir, and he considered 
himself in all ways revenged on them. 


Jaraswat and Ystrion-Mhavrieth (37/170) 


Then there is the matter of Ystron-Mhavrieth. Ystron-Mhavrieth was an enthusiastic young 
bachelor, eager to apprentice himself to a mighty and well-connected scholar of the Society. He 
was the only other one that Jaraswat ever let use the wixio, and that only with Jaraswat present 
and supervising. Ystron-Mhavrieth unraveled language-garments to thread, and painstakingly 
rewove them into different shapes, and placed them back on the person whose linguistic 
competence they were made from, and interviewed and studied and compared and mapped. 
His work was an intellectually-essential counterpoint to Jaraswat’s, the tedious labor that 
validated or occasionally denied Jaraswat’s points. 


Only two or three years after Ystron-Mhavrieth was admitted to the Society, he vanished. One 
day Ystron-Mhavrieth dined with three friends of a similar Society rank. The next day, when he 
was to discuss Barabondo at a study meeting, he simply did not appear. 


Considerable puzzlement puzzled the Society. Dragons do not simply vanish as a routine 
matter! 


For greater puzzlement, Jaraswat, whom everyone assumed would be Ystron-Mhavrieth’s 
detective and avenger, was utterly unconcerned. 


After Jaraswat did nothing for a month or so, the Society hired Lhury, one of the few dragons 
who makes any pretense of being a detective. Lhury started by interviewing Jaraswat, and 
ended with interviewing Jaraswat, too, seven weeks later. Jaraswat’s testimony was quite 
confusing. Lhury did not ask Jaraswat to remove his veriception blocks. That request is simply 
not made even in a court of justice, though occasionally a witness will do so intentionally. 


The most perplexing part of the matter was Ystron-Mhavrieth’s ... there’s not even a word for it. 
It’s not a suicide note, for Ystron-Mhavrieth was not dying. But it was about a severe form of 
self-destruction. Ystron-Mhavrieth wrote: 


To whom it may concern, 


Be it known that | am deeply ashamed of my use of the wixio. Jaraswat is the only 
rightful user of that device; for all others it is terribly immoral and wicked. | also 
withdraw my fifth, eighth, and nineteenth studies from the Society, viz. those which 
have titles [...]. As a further penance to the abstract principle of justice, and to the 
Society in particular, | volunteer to have my own linguistic competence extracted 
and studied. This shall be done immediately upon my completion of this note, which 
is to say, immediately. Once it is done, | shall depart for a distant universe to dwell 


in solitude, as the third and final facet of my penance. In dishonor and honor, | 
remain, 


7” Ystron-Mhavrieth 
The withdrawn studies were three of the four which contradicted Jaraswat. 


“Why did you not reveal this note immediately?” asked Lhury of Jaraswat, when the note was 
finally discovered, nearly two months after Ystron-Mhavrieth vanished. 


“For personal reasons which have nothing to do with the matter,” said Jaraswat, and refused to 
answer further. 


In a community of linguists, the note was of course dissected letter by letter. Now, the note was 
written in Ystron-Mhavrieth’s own writing, with letter-forms quite different from those Jaraswat 
employs. Certain turns of phrase were specifically Ystron-Mhavrieth’s, who enjoyed dividing 
topics into three facets, and generally signed his name with “In honor, | remain 2 
Ystron-Mhavrieth”. Other turns of phrase reminded the reader of Jaraswat, such as referring to 
studies by number as well as name, and the use of the somewhat archaic abbreviation viz.. “But 
perhaps Ystron-Mhavrieth has adopted some stylistic flourishes from his master,” said some, 
“and in neither case is it an unusual point of style. Not even for him. He uses the citation style 
once, and ’viz.” three times, in his collected papers.” 


The suggestion was that Jaraswat had some reason to want to dispose of Ystron-Mhavrieth: 
professional jealousy and sexual connection were the top choices of reason. Jaraswat 
overpowered the smaller dragon, and used the wixio to render him incapable of bearing witness 
against Jaraswat. The wixio is not that precise, and presumably stole Ystron-Mhavrieth’s entire 
ability to communicate. Unless Ystron-Mhavrieth wore his garment, in which case he would be 
able to tell the full tale of Jaraswat’s presumed wrongdoings. So Jaraswat somehow disposed of 
the now-wordless dragon. He presumably wrote the note himself, wearing Ystron-Mhavrieth’s 
linguistic powers and thus, somehow, perfectly imitating his writing. Then Jaraswat presumably 
decided that the note would not pass inspection, and changed his mind, choosing to say nothing 
whatever. 


No dragon-styled linguistic garment was ever found. But the searches of Jaraswat’s home came 
late in the investigation, with Jaraswat’s permission, and anything could have been removed or 
concealed or changed. 


The only other sensible possibility was Ystron-Mhavrieth’s lover, another young bachelor drake 
of the Society. But he confessed without veriception blocks — he had in fact quarreled with 
Ystron-Mhavrieth two days before, but thought the matter was reconciled. He certainly didn’t 
vanish Ystron-Mhavrieth. 


No conclusion of Jaraswat’s possible guilt was possible, and nobody bothered to bring him to 
court for a useless trial. But his stature in the Society was greatly diminished: going from “The 


great linguist and resurrector of linguistics” to “The one who probably bears considerable guilt in 
the vanishing of a promising young scholar”. 


Jaraswat did not resign from the Society, but was generally to be found on other worlds after 
that. The massive loss of honor and quasi-exile were taken as a sufficient punishment for the 
presumed but unproven crime. 


Eventually, on Hove, seeking to points beyond. 


He was far and away the most experienced scientist who applied to the exploring company. 
Osoth made him Chief Scholar, on his request, with a modest amount of hesitation. 


Jyothky and the Ugly Dwarf (38/170) 


Jyothky and the Ugly Dwarf 


Time for the totally self-serving chapter! 


Everyone must prepare themselves in their own preferred way to go to Graulfnir and see 
Lliashatheny’s mysterious inverted bowl. | prepared myself by means of a bowl of my own. | 
traveled to the mysterious city of Tublier in Trest (and by “mysterious” | mean “dull and 
industrial” — they keep their mysteries in windowless factories and warehouses, with private 
soldiers who beat up any hovens who attempt to infiltrate). 


In this place | sponsor a laboratory and workshop, dully and industrially called the Corundum 
Forming Laboratory and Workshop (CFLW), in which, of all things, corundum is formed. 
Corundum is the pure substance; rubies and sapphires and emeralds are made by suitable 
impurities in corundum — and other gemstones, not found in nature, produced by other 
impurities. The “forming” part of the name is there because we squirt the molten corundum into 
molds. 


The technology is not quite what it will someday be. We are trying to make bowls suitable for 
dragons, or punchbowls for hoven parties. They should come out perfectly bowly. The usually 
come out with a pucker in the rim if we’re lucky, or a flobble-hole through the bottom if we’re not. 
Some smaller shapes work better. We have some very geed expensive expensive and hopefully 
good engineers working on the problem. In the meantime we have some very arregant geed 
arrogant by hoven terms (but not really up to draconic standards) artists doing pretty things with 
smaller pieces. 


(Some day | hope to export this artwork to the other dragon-worlds. It’s not exportable yet. 
Synthetic gemstones, created by spells or magic, seem to have a very bland lluyew, so we do 
not prize them as much as natural gems. Artistry helps somewhat.) 


| picked a ruby bowl whose rim-pucker was at least symmetrical, and which the artists had arted 
upon with vigor and joy and energetic geometrical figures. | paid for it, in the sense that | may 
take so many pieces per month from the laboratory and its stocks, as part of the exchange for 
my sponsorship, and this is one. | renewed the spells on the equipment: the Hoplonton! Not that 
the pressures and temperatures of ruby-making are as terrible as those of a dragon-battle, but 
they are not good for unprotected equipment. | did the obligatory royal things and 
sponsoring-dragon things, mostly involving greeting a newly-hired sub-engineer whom | had not 
met and who needed clean pants afterwards; | am sure he lost family members in the draconic 
rule of Trest some while ago. 


And made my way to Graulfnir, which was rather easier because the travel monument that 
Tultamaan had argued for earlier was now finished and usable. 


Jyothky and the Ugly Dwarf (39/170) 
(Still so self-serving!) 


| stared into Lliashatheny’s numinous home. Images came to me, each one explaining how it 
would grant my wishes. A globe of crystal, heavy with tradition, would let me scry between 
universes. But | cannot be all the time scrying on my friends, even if they don’t block it, so | 
waved it on. A massive book bound with golden chains would record each incident. Tempting, 
but it was brusque and ambiguous, and | want the delicious details to the point of making them 
up if they are not forthcoming. The venstroma, a set of seven nyxyliths and a nyxylith brooch, 
which allow me to write to them and them to me in the manner of the Horizonal Quill. | grinned, 
for | am well used to the Horizonal Quill and its ways. 


Which meant that | had to go to Chiriact to buy suitable nyxyliths and have one made up into a 
brooch. And another cross-world shopping trip for the rest of the price: furs of the silver rat, the 
pear of the northernmost pear-tree in Aricien, so many perfect diamonds. The furs were the 
hardest to get, since | had to kill the rats without damaging their pelts. 


I can’t really justify telling this story in any more detail: this book is only about me to the extent 
that | am an associate of the Hoven Royal Exploring Company. But the shopping-and-hunting 
trip was the most fun I’ve had in years. 


| stood before the dwarf’s inverted bowl, carrying treasures and a pear. “O Lliashatheny, | beg 
your indulgence and your attention. | come bearing ingredients for one of your wonderful 
workings.” 


Lliashatheny became next to me: a definite flicker of magic of some kind, but too fast for me to 
see, followed by a definitely ugly definitely dwarf dragon, flat-eyed and without wings. “The you 
would be number six hundred and forty-three in the grand roll of those who have done so. And 
what do you wish me to do?” 


| held out the ruby bowl. Lliashatheny peered at it, rather than snatching it as a polite dragon 
would have done. “And what is that? Not any proper component of any of my offerings is it.” 


“It’s a tribute for you. | am coming to your territory and asking you to work. There’s no reason 
not for me to be polite and treat you like any other dragon | am imposing upon. Besides, you’re 
not the only dragon or dragonish person who makes things.” 


Lliashatheny took the bowl from me, and sniffed at it with its forked green tongue. “And did you 
make this yourself?” 


| allowed as how | had a team of small-people engineers and artists, and that my own role was 
more by way of Patron, and of Sub-Engineer In Charge Of Magical Reinforcements. 


Lliashatheny chuckled. “Not enchanted is it, and | suspect not enchantable is it either. Not a bit 
of competition exists between the two of us. The praise will | make for it then —” and it spoke 
well of the curves, and how they made the flaw in the ruby shape into a virtue of beauty. It 
clearly appreciated artistry as much as any true dragon! “The artists you hire are good artists, 
albeit challenged by this material.” 


Hideously rude by dragon terms, to praise something given in tribute. | don’t know why it’s rude 
though. Something unpleasant having to do with the host's pride, I’m sure. 


| smiled, and chatted about various artists who work in ridiculous media. When we came to the 
mhelvul poet who composed original works and wrote them once, in invisibly-small letters on 
flecks of mica, it was clearly time to come to business. 


“I’m the sponsor of an exploring party, including lots of friends of mine, and I'd like to be able to 
chat with the explorers no matter what world they’re on,” | said. “So I'd like to buy a venstroma, 
or the venstroma, or however it’s articulated.” 


Lliashatheny nodded it's hideous head. “The nyxyliths are needed, and certain other things. And 
did you say you had brought them all?” 


“If | didn’t, | misunderstood something on the list,” | said, and dumped my price on the carpet. 
We were indoors inside Lliashatheny’s peculiar dome, by now. 


“The things you have brought are the preliminary price, the price for me to make for you the 
venstroma,” said Lliashatheny. “The other prices are two: a price to use it, and a price to have 
owned it.” 


“The wall didn’t mention those. What are they, and are they to be paid now, or later?” 


Jyothky, the Ugly Dwarf, and the Venstroma (40/170) 


“The price you must pay to use it is that you, Queen of Hove, shall become the servant of your 
friends. The friend in the red world shall urgently need to tell a thing to the friend in the violet 
world. The easiest way is for you to speak to red, and to speak to violet.” 


| thought about that a moment. “Of course I'll be running messages for my friends. Why wouldn't 
[?" 


“Not dragon-queen of Graulfnir, not the dragon-queen of Mhel, not the dragon-queen of 
Hasqueth would do chores for the guards they have hired,” said Lliashatheny. 


“| suppose those queens have more adventurous lives than | do,” | said. 


“Or fewer friends? The third price is the price for having owned the venstroma. The disasters 
and woes will befall your friends. Not all of them will you be able to save. Not always will you be 
writing to the one who needs to hear your words, or to send your words elsewhere. Not always 
will your words suffice to forestall the doom, even if you were wiser than any astral dragon. The 
forever sorrow will you have, when you fail to do that which you might have done. The loss of 
your friends, you will take upon yourself as your responsibility.” 


“That sounds terrible.” | peered at him. “Will | be able to save any of my friends from whatever 
dangers they face?” 


“Not any idea have | about that!” said Lliashatheny. 


“A limited sort of prophecy you’re giving me, then,” | said. “Actually, it doesn’t sound like a 
prophecy at all, just a statement of what | ought to expect in the normal course of events. The 
exploration will be dangerous, | can’t talk to everyone all the time, dragons don’t always take 
advice. Is there some special mystical curse on the venstroma, or are you just pointing out my 
limitations?” 


Lliashatheny grinned, a huge grin with too many too-short teeth. “The curse-work and the 
price-work are easier when there is no actual need to enforce them.” 


(Which is Ambiguous Draconic for ‘Quite likely just pointing out your limitations, but you won't be 
getting any clearer answer than that.’ Annoying lizards, each and every one of them us. For 
what it’s worth, | had some good wizards look at the venstroma, and they couldn’t see anything 
on it that enforced any curses. But of course the curses came true anyhow.) 


“How long will the venstroma take to make? | brought a cow stuffed with onions and cheese and 
rabbits and livers and rice and spices and other spices and things. I’d be happy to share that, if 
the crafting will take past dinnertime,” | said. 


“The crafting is done already, but, by all means, stay for dinner!” said Lliashatheny. So | did, and 
overnight, in fact. No adultery was suggested or performed, just eating, and conversation, and 
eating. Lliashatheny has spices from nearly all the dragon-worlds, and we made a huge pot of 


cream sauce, and tasted the twenty-six putative hottest peppers from twenty-one worlds, 
sauced up. 


The next morning, Lliashatheny sent me off, and told me that | could come back if | had more 
business with it, or for no reason at all, and that | should send Csirnis and Quel Quen to visit 
again. Which | did, though | don’t know if they went. 


First Expeditions (41/170) 


First Expeditions 


In retrospect, it was unwise to hold a sending-off celebration for the Hoven Royal Exploring 
Company’s first exploration. 


It was even unwise in prospect. As soon as he got his invitation (one of the big ones, in fancy 
Grand Draconic calligraphy, courtesy of the ever-useful and ever-decorative Nrararn), Quel 
Quen came flying to the capitol du jour to warn me about it. “Not that | have even the slightest 
wish to interfere with your most impressive and tumultuous celebration, but you mustn’t expect 
that the expedition will actually go anywhere on the first day, or even the first month.” And he 
told me why not, and he was precisely right about it. 


But it would have been rather too embarrassing to cancel the event by that point. Invitations had 
been sent, caterers hired, oxen slaughtered and marinated! Plus, | wanted to have a celebration 
for it, as about my last official and effective act in the expedition. (| had mostly forgotten about 
the venstroma.) And if we were to celebrate, we could either celebrate on the first day, when the 
expedition members would probably sit around and not do anything, or on the day they actually 
depart, which could come at any time from the first minute on. 


So | chewed metaphorically on Quel Quen until he agreed to speak at the sending-off 
celebration and explain why, though it was sending-off celebration, no off would actually be sent. 


Queltza is a hot country, and a dry one. It shares a vast border with Ghemel. In that part of the 
world, dragons are worshipped almost as devoutly as the blessed(t) angels Bmern and Drukah, 
for we saved them from a terrible and wicked alien god. (We shouldn't be. We had brought the 
thing ourselves, and if we had paid attention and cleaned it up when we scattered across Hove 
for a game of Hide and Seek, nobody would have needed any saving.) 


(Tt) Or one of them is cursed, depending on your hoven’s theology. Neither of them 
seems to exist, so it’s probably fine either way. 


Loved and worshipped we may be, but love and worship do not make good roads. Neither do 
the Queltza. Dragons don’t use roads much, but hoven dignitaries certainly do. And hoven 


caterers and stage-builders and all, too. A truck carrying half a stage, which was already late, 
overturned on a narrow mountain road, and the extraordinarily useful and sweet and beautiful 
Nrararn flew out in a massive flutter of wings to rescue it and help put the ceremony back on 
schedule. And to make there not be a terrible sandstorm, as the forces of nature had scheduled 
for that day. Air mages are so wonderful, there are no words. Or at least, air mage dragons who 
are one’s ally for life and will help out in emergencies are. 


One might ask why we held the ceremony in what is more or less the least convenient part of 
Hove. One might, in particular, ask this after hearing that we could have put our end of the 
Pentagonal Cyclone anywhere that we liked. If it had been up to me, Quel Quen would have 
explained it in his speech, but fortunately someone with actual sense about what would upset 
hovens (Tarcuna, this time) told me not to tell anyone why. 


| will tell you why. 
Portal Theory (42/170 


When one creates a portal to unknown and random other universes, by whatever means, one 
does not know what worlds will be reached. One does not know what circumstances, if any, will 
prevail there. One does not know what entities, if any, will live there. One does not know what, if 
anything, will come through for a visit. 


In popular fiction and cinema, it is inevitable that there are huge monsters lurking on the other 
side of the portal, who seem to live their entire lives hoping that an extradimensional gate will 
open up next to them and they can abandon the world they know, hop through, and start eating 
helpless hovens as hungrily as if the monster had never eaten anything before in its life. 


In reality, huge monsters (such as myself and my friends) do not spend much time hoping that 
extradimensional gates will open up next to them. Such things do not happen often enough to 
be worth waiting for. (Unless one is a friend of Arilash the travel mage, in which case the 
extradimensional portal will reveal a bored and probably horny dragoness, and one is in for a 
treat if one likes such things.) 


Actually, our first worry is that we have done something wrong in the defenses around the portal, 
and that we find a world of concentrated energy (which happens a lot), and a flicker of that 
energy splashes through. Which has happened precisely once, in the first days of cross-world 
exploring; see the Melts of Trangbonius, on Graulfnir, for how that worked out. We use better 
defenses now. Still, if we were going to make the Melts of Jyothky, probably including a melted 
Jyothky, better that we melt some Khamrous and other barely-occupied mountain ranges and 
desert, rather than a huge hole in the middle of Trest or Damma or some other heavily-inhabited 
country. 


And if something did come through the portal, well, there are three medium-large twistor guns 
emplaced in Ghemel. They were built by the undead god to kill dragons. They are the only 
medium-large or bigger twistor guns allowed on Hove, due to lots of unpleasant history. | don’t 
know if they could harm some speculative extradimensional menace — it rather depends on 


what it is — but they might be some help. (Plus we’d give all the dragons on Hove a chance to 
prove their bravery and prowess in battle. Whether they want one or not.) 


More immediately menacing, if not as world-threatening, is showcraft. Dragons are rather heavy 
beasts. Portable hoven stages are intended for hovens. Hovens with piles of heavy musical 
equipment and massive amplifiers and steam calliopes and portable pipe organs. These things 
are not as heavy as dragons, and they are less likely to shift their weight from foot to foot. 


At the beginning of the ceremony, | was reciting a long list of dragon names and sounding for all 
the world like some ancient eldrich goetic warlock: Atharis. Borybran. Gyovanth. Psajathrion. 
Xilobrax. Katamerces. Ngassith. Evrath ... Nrararn, in one of his few non-beautiful and 
non-useful moments, put his hindleg through a weak spot in the plywood of the stage. A weak 
spot, the stage authorities assure me, that had not been there before the truck carrying it 
overturned on a narrow mountain road. 


Nrararn’s helpfulness was quite thoroughly punished, and the first try of my ceremony was quite 
thoroughly ruined. We sensibly took a two-hour break. Forty-six dragon dignitaries from Hove 
and elseworld, and several hundred hoven heads of state, ambassadors, and reporters, 
grumbled and complained. | presume the actual expeditioners, inured as they were going to be 
to long delays and devastating waiting, did not. Eventually we failed to repair the stage 
sufficiently, and succeeded to bite every dragon’s tail until they were all willing to levitate over 
the stage like so many scaly balloons of hot air (as the hovens described us to their 
amusement), or like So many small and sleepy children (as we thought of it). 


Next time | am going melt-sculpt a mountain. That works much better. 


Speeches (43/170) 


Ythac gave a very political and eloquent sort of speech, welcoming all the dignitaries, 
ambassadors, heads of state, and other notables, preemptively welcoming the new 
dragon-worlds that were about to be discovered into the great community of dragon-worlds 
(whether they liked it or not). Osoth gave a stirring and blazingly comprehensible speech 
exhorting his company to endurance and exertion and excellence. Quel Quen gave a useful 
technical speech which | am going to summarize some of. 


Quel Quen said — 
There are a lot of worlds to explore. We'll never run out. 


We explore by opening a cyclone to a new world. Using Lliashatheny’s best 
devices, we can say a few things we want about the world. In some ways they are 


very useful things to say, and in other ways they don’t say much at all. Mostly we 
say things like “astral magic works there” and “matter can exist there”. 


Unfortunately we can’t quite say “life can exist there” or even “solid matter can exist 
there”. This means that more often than not, we get to a useless world of one form 
or another, like a world composed entirely of fire, or of iron vapor. 


So, rather than boldly opening up a cyclone and flying through immediately, we 
gingerly open up a cyclone and send a few scouts through. Usually the scouts 
come back and tell us that it’s not worth looking there. And so we keep trying until 
our Travel-mages get overworn, or until we find what we’re looking for. 


The first thing we're looking for is a Base Camp. That’s an inhabitable world in the 
region we’re exploring. Usually not a very nice world, and usually not worth 
colonizing. But it save a great deal of effort for the Travel-mages. And it’s a nice 
buffer between the dangerous explored worlds and Hove. 


So today, don’t expect very much. Our explorers will probably be on Hove this time 
next week. 


Then | said roughly “Yay, exploring dragons!” and gave each of them a beautifully-embroidered 
sash which they probably would want to leave at home as a memento of the expedition and thus 
served no practical or aesthetic value whatsoever. 


Then feasts and music and such. 
Then all the dignitaries, including me, went home and attended to matters of this world. 


On the off chance that our first cyclone did bring something awful through, we didn’t want to melt 
all the dignitaries, or have them eaten, or whatever. 


Inspirational but going nowhere (44/170) 


Waiting to Leave 


Osoth leapt to the top of a hillock. The stage would have been better, but it was being repaired 
and/or disassembled. “My companions, my fellow adventurers, my friends! We are now on the 
first wingbeat of a flight into a mysterious and omnipotential — and, we sincerely wish, 
fascinating and profitable — congeries of universes! Whether we physically leave Hove 
immediately, or whether we physically leave Hove a month from now, it matters little. Let us 
consider ourselves to have left Hove already! Actually, let us see if, by some delightful roll of the 
dice, we will leave Hove already.” 


He beckoned to Sjojarn, the senior of the two Travel-mages. Sjojarn, a distinguished and highly 
elongated gentleman with the most beautiful turquoise scales | have ever seen, performed the 
final ritual of the Pentagonal Cyclone, within an intricate magical construct, a hhej§Shyant to 
give it the proper name. To hoven perception, nothing happened. To draconic perception, there 
was a barely-visible thaumaturgic snip deep inside the hhej&Shyant, and three or four of the 
weaker structural elements collapsed. 


The assembled dragons murmured unhappily. The hovens murmured confusedly. The undead 
stood stolidly, or did not look up for their game of dicing for finger-bones. 


Sjojarn spoke a moment with Osoth, who nodded and leapt back onto his hillock. “As we 
expected, we are not leaving Hove today. Some of you may be curious about what just 
happened. It is not an unusual thing. Sjojarn, wise and skillful in the ways of Travel, even if this 
is his first actual Pentagonal Cyclone, opened a portal to an exceedingly hot universe. In this 
universe, like so many others, energy can be and must be created. If two equal balls collide with 
a total speed of 144 miles per hour, they will rebound with a total speed of 
144-plus-a-tiny-fraction miles per hour. The tiny fractions build up over time. This renders all 
things extraordinarily hot. Should we have simply opened a straightforward portal there, a tiny 
bit of that heat would pour through, and we should have the Melts of Sjojarn on Hove to match 
the Melts of Trangbonius on Graulfnir. But, the wise Sjojarn and other wise wizards have 
included precautions against this very thing, and a vast assortment of other very things! Instead 
of that terrible heat pouring through, certain particularly fragile bits of the hhejSShyant are 
instantly destroyed — before the heat even reaches them, and far faster than even a swift 
dragon can react — and the cyclone is no more. 


“Or, if | am being wordy, what happened is: Sjojarn found a dangerous, unliveable universe. The 
portal closed itself instantly, as it was intended to. We are safe. We are here. 


“We are here! We shall practice making camp: as if we are to stay here indefinitely. Indeed, this 
is the perfect time to realize that we have only a single shovel for all our diggers, or that our 
water-tanks are leaky. Both these were the case last week, but both have been taken care of 
today, thanks to the estimable and highly competent Mr. Norb and Mr. Kranbule. 


“Ah, and just a reminder to the dragons. We have a number of hovens and even a few chir — 
that number being sixty-three at last count — who work among us in a variety of capacities. 
Some of these small people you should esteem as beings of wisdom and rank. Mrs. Dasbrodie, 
for one example, has been my camp superintendant on four archeaeological expeditions. If she 
instructs you as to how something should be arranged, you should follow her instructions 
instantly and without complaint. If you do not, she will discuss the matter with me, and, as | have 
never known her to be wrong, | will surely bite your tail and tell you to do the same thing. 


“But all the small people you should esteem as beings of honor and courage. You consider 
yourself to have courage, flapping off to face the dangers and horrors of strange worlds — you 
with your immense vitality, your thick scales, your massive claws and teeth, your devastating 
breath weapons, your astral magic! But know that the small people with us are coming to 


precisely the same places, with their candleflame vitality, their soft skin, their tiny fingernails and 
blunt chewers, their utter lack of breath weapons and magic! Any honor or bravery you award 
yourself, you must award to our small-people fellow explorers a dozenfold! So give them all 
respect and all assistance! If you see Mr. Norb frustrated by a boulder, ask him if you could 
move or destroy that boulder! 


“And now, let all our tents be set up, let all our sanitary ditches be dug, let our livestock be given 
room, and in all ways let our first camp be made! It will not be our last. 


Waiting to Go (45/170) 


Tultamaan rushed around. (When Tultamaan rushes around, both dragons and small people 
quail in fear. Not because Tultamaan is notably dangerous — no more so than any other drake 
— but because he must needs rush around on his hind legs. He does grow them large, and with 
huge clawy feet. But he is an eighteen-foot-tall muscley monster with many spikes who looks as 
if he might fall on you at any minute. With many spikes.) He called out, “Gyovanth! Hyxy! Evrath! 
All other Dragons on the Expedition! This is a mediocre time for Lollygagging, or for other such 
Casual Amusements. Take the Inspirational last paragraph of our leader’s exhortation as 
Inspiration! Each of us must do our Parts in the construction of camp, just as if we were truly 
setting up camp on Doomdevildedoom with all manner of Unimaginable Dangers and True 
Perils all about, waiting to Consume us from Spleen to Soul!” 


Hyxy leapt into the air, small and nimble and deadly. “I know my duty and my role here! | (/) shall 
scout and scour! No danger shall escape me!” She searched in a spiral, her eyes and barbels 
gleaming with watching-spells. 


Gyovanth climbed up the hillock, and peered hither and yon with a mock-intense gaze. “Nothing, 
nothing. No perils, no devils, just a bunch of dragons and hovens lazing around. Am | doing it 
right, O bipedal beast?” 


Tultamaan peered at him. “Your attempt at Mockery is noted. You are not doing it right. | have 
been Mocked for my entire life, both by experts and by multitudes. If you wish to Offend me, or 
Amuse Others at my Expense, you must work very hard indeed to find Words or Concepts 
which have not become Tedious through their repetition. Furthermore, if there happened to be a 
Doom-devil-deodand about, it would by now have Swallowed all of you but the Head, which 
would still be ignorant of its Impending Engulfment. 


Gyovanth snorted. “As if any monster could battle me — would dare battle me!” 


Tultamaan rested backwards on his hind legs and tail, which is the best he can do if he wants to 
move soon. “Quel Quen had no fewer than Nineteen companions who thought rather Similarly 
to the way You do. Some of them had the same Imperial Chiriact combat training that you do, 
and gross-years of growth and experience besides. Four of them were killed Instantly, and the 
other fifteen within a Minute of the start of the attack. To say nothing of slower deaths, which are 
the province of Other Dragons who are not about their tasks either.” He turned aside and 
shouted, “Itharieth, Roroko! Go to, go to!” Back to Gyovanth he said, “Furthermore, we have our 


small people companions, and our useful undead servitors. Perhaps the Doom-devil-deodand 
fears you, but does it fear Mr. Norb? You are his guard, you are the guard of every hoven! You 
must keep them safe!” 


Gyovanth nodded curtly, and scanned around with his head a time or two, to signify that he 
conceded some small point under discussion but nothing else. Under his breath he muttered, 
“Mr. Norb is a small person, of whom there are many. He is easily replaced.” 


Tultamaan’s hearing is in no way impaired. “You are a drake, of whom there are too many! You 
are easily replaced!” 


“lam a married drake, one of only two on this flight!” snapped Gyovanth. “Roroku does not 
count for much, but she does count for a dragoness! | am a mating-flight third, you are a 
mating-flight last, out of seven! Do not get too full of yourself because some uneducated and 
ignorant queen made you Assistant Leader!” 


Tultamaan leaptie-my defense simply said, “If mating flight ranks count for anything, Hyxy and 
Ngassith are Firsts, Osoth and some others are Seconds, and there is no lack of Thirds like 
Yourself. Or rather, Thirds who are doing their duties, unlike Yourself. The discussion of the 
Meaning of Prior Ranks in an adventure intended to Increase All Ranks is one best indulged in 
while Curled around Campfires. But you seem Content to rest on your Mating-Flight Laurels, 
unlike anyone else present. Be off, then. We do not need you.” 


Gyovanth hissed in a sudden fury. “Insolent and insidious cripple you are! | discern your wicked 
plan! You wish me to leave, so that you can steal Roroku from me!” 


“No such thing,” said Tultamaan, in an unambiguous Grand Draconic phrase more absolute 
than any three words in any small-person language. He could be lying (I don’t think he was), but 
it would be a noxious lie indeed inside of his veriception wards. “There is a certain Anecdote 
connecting Roroku and |. Perhaps you should become Aware of it.” (Tultamaan, like Osoth, was 
a drake in the mating flight that Roroku humiliated and abandoned at my coming-of-age 
celebration.) Gyovanth accepted Tultamaan’s denial with a curt nod and a furious return to 
sentry duty. 


* 
ek 


Guards vs. Scholars (46/170) 


But no sooner had he dealt with Tultamaan than Jaraswat stormed over, cutting between 
Tultamaan and Roroku, and hissed furiously. “What is the meaning of this?” 


Tultamaan sighed. “The Meaning of This is that it is our final Dress Rehearsal on the way to the 
Extraordinary Dangerous Worlds we will Explore, and that All Dragons and All Small People 
must practice their duties.” 


Jaraswat reared up so that his head was higher than Tultamaan’s, and his greater bulk was 
obvious. “My dragons are scholars and mages, scientists and sorcerers! They are 4l/frana, in the 
immortal Chresmalodian idiom! Their time is of the greatest value! The guards should guard — 
the scholars should study!” 


Tultamaan used the Word-Fox on 4/frana, and Jaraswat let him: it was Chresmalodian for an 
intellectual of the highest order, a thinker paid by the emperor to think due to the ineffable 
beauty of their thoughts, with no duties whatsoever. 


“We are not in the Highly Ornate Halls of Chresmalodia. | do not know if Chresmalodia has or 
ever had Highly Ornate Halls, but we certainly do not. We are on a barren mountainside. Any 
sort of trouble may lurk around. A deadly insect? Itharieth the biologist will discover it! A lethality 
in the water? We are fortunate to have the analysis mage Roroku! Did we make camp in the 
path of an impending avalanche? The cartographer Mirinxan will surely discover before the 
stones come roaring! This is why your scientists and scholars must assist!” The dragons that 
Tultamaan named blinked in realization, and set about their exploration duties with vigor and 
something akin to joy. 


Jaraswat hissed, “These are trivialities. Your brutish guards can handle them. My scholars and 
scientists are eéfixée, as the Wo-Waquoque put it. They mine to command, not yours.” 


Tultamaan flicked his tailtip. “You seek to ensure your own power in the expedition. In this 
matter you are mistaken. As Chief Scientist you have no Actual Power. Your duties are simple: 
you must know what each scholar is doing, and be able to explain it to Dragons of Actual Rank. 
You are the Singular Advisor. My own situation is different. As Chief of the Guard, | am 
empowered and required to attend to the Common Defense. | do have the right to Give Orders.” 


“Tultamaan! The Snaraa have the perfect word: you fauff the situation! Whether you fauff it from 
ignorance or from your own pitiful need to aggrandize yourself, | know not. But fauff it you do! | 
have command responsibilities that exceed your own! This is a scholarly and scientific 
expedition, and, as Chief Scholar and Scientist, | have concomitant duties and powers!” 


Tultamaan frowned. “Grand Draconic is a Perfectly Adequate tongue. Some even describe it as 
Rich With Meaning. Plucking words out of the languages of long-conquered small people that 
only you know is hardly the way to Communicate Brilliantly, even if the words themselves are 
perfect. We cannot be always casting the Word-Fox to get the point of your Advice. Usually the 
Word-Fox itself could provide equally good Advice. And Advice, not Orders, is what you must 
provide.” 


Osoth had been alerted to the quarrel by an alert Hyxy, and he came to Tultamaan and 
Jaraswat in a grey-winged flap. “My Chief of Guards, my Chief Scholar, this is the time for quick 
cooperation and incisive activity! Not for quarreling over privileges and authorities!” 


Jaraswat hissed. “O Osoth, in whom the royalty of Hove has entrusted the command of this 
expedition! Tell this insolent brute of a Tultamaan of my responsibilities and powers! He is under 
a giliq, as the Aq-Qim Qumidar say!” 


Osoth shrugged. “Less of a giliq than a mos mehedh.” Osoth, necromancer and antequarian, 
knows many languages. Jaraswat glared to have his proposed ‘mad foolishness’ downgraded to 
a mere ‘dramatic exaggeration’. Osoth continued, “Tultamaan, Jaraswat is Chief Scientist. His 
duties include ordering the thrust of science in the expedition, and, as such, he certainly may 
direct the scientists and mages. It would be appropriate for him to order them to study, say, 
scorpions rather than lice. It would not be appropriate for him to order them to bring him food.” 


He turned to Jaraswat. “Tultamaan, though, is Chief of the Guard. He is in charge of our 
moment-to-moment safety. This is no small duty, as we must survive each moment; even a 
single one missed would be a disaster. He may command anyone to anything — even me — as 
long as he considers it a matter of safety. There are certain limits to this. He may not proclaim, 
‘Hyxy, copulate with me immediately, it is a matter of safety!’ Not that he would. But demanding 
that your estimable and noble scientists use their estimable and noble skills for the common 
defense is entirely within bounds. He should even command me to raise shades of those who 
died in the area, to ask them of why they died.” Osoth paused briefly for effect. “Tultamaan, do 
you understand and agree to these duties, your own and Jaraswat’s?” 


“Yes, Osoth. Mine are precisely what we have discussed before.” 

“Jaraswat, do you understand and agree to these duties, your own and Tultamaan’s?” 
”Umzormondru.” 

“And what does that mean, Jaraswat?” 


Jaraswat snorted. “In the tongue of the Kos Bfrenya, it means ‘I obey absolutely and without 
question” 


“Very well. Now practice these things as though your lives and honor depended on them. For, in 
fact, that is precisely the case.” 


Osoth flew off. Jaraswat meditated privately that, in the neighboring dialect of the Tyery Bfrenya, 
umzormonaru is used entirely ironically and means, ‘only to the extent that it is forced on me’. 


Vaareng vs. Psajathrion (47/170) 


When Osoth finished his speech, while Tultamaan was quarreling with Gyovanth and Jaraswat, 
Vaareng sought honor and stature in the traditional way of drakes. He looked at the nearby 
drakes, and found that the one next to him was smaller in size but not embarrassingly so. He 
was rather unimpressively striped in pastel blue, cyan, white, and orange, and looked rather 
prissy. But he had a gleaming steel blade protruding from the tip of his tail, as if there were a 
dagger embedded deep in it, so Vaareng thought that he must not be an entire pansy, despite 
the size and coloration. 


“Thou steel-tailed dragon! Who are you? It matters little to me! | am Vaareng, and | am mighty! | 
challenge you to a Questro, a duel to four touches!” 


The pastel and steel dragon reared his head up. “I beg your pardon? | introduce myself: | am 
Psajathrion, and | am the physician. | do not admit to cowardice. | merely admit to puzzlement. 
Why are you challenging me? Are you claiming that | have somehow offended you? If that is it, 
why do you not state the nature of the offense?” 


Vaareng laughed a smoky laugh. “Why, Psajathrion the physician! Why do we need there to be 
an offense, in order to fight? We are drakes! We love battle! We must contend, to see who is the 
mightier!” 


“My own love of battle is simply this: it leaves many people injured in its wake, and thereby 
provides me with much business. The regular course of nature does so as well, so | am not 
wedded to battle. Nor to anyone else,” said the doctor. 


Vaareng laughed a mocking laugh: hissya-hissya-hissya. “Oho! Could it be that you are not a 
brave drake? Could it be that you are one of those who retreats in the face of danger, rather 
than lashing your daggery tail and charging in to bite and breathe? Could it be that you are of 
the sort to seek marriage with another drake? Could you be one of those?” 


Psajathrion flicked his dagger-tail. “Cowardice is as cowardice does. | am here. | shall be in the 
next world, and the next, and so onwards until | die or all of Us return home. This is not the vow 
of a coward, but it is my vow.” 


Vaareng suspected Psajathrion of weakness, yet the doctor was large enough and powerful 
enough to be good prey. “You still decline to join in battle! Yet, what do true drakes do? Could it 
be you are not a true drake in some way?” 


Psajathrion yawned. Small people yawn to indicate boredom; dragons yawn to indicate that they 
are heavily armed as well as bored. “Our current task is to practice, collectively, what we do 
when we come to a new world. Surprising as it may be to a youngster who has recently finished 
his mating flight — unsuccessfully, | take it? — we do not fight each other when we are in 
potentially perilous lands. Neither do we make an effort to incapacitate the physician.” 


“Well, that is an excuse of sorts. We shall postpone our duel. You have accepted my challenge, 
have you not? Or are you a person of sub-draconic nature and vile behaviors?” 


Psajathrion frowned. “I accept neither your challenge nor your false dichotomy. Cease trying to 
bait me. If you are unclear on your duties, go inquire of Tultamaan. He is the brick red drake 
with green chevrons and useless forelimbs, engaged in some important discussion or other, 
there.” Psajathrion pointed, and the light of Hove’s three suns twinkled on his highly-polished 
tailblade. 


This amused Vaareng. “Hah, Tultamaan? Tultamaan! Tultamaan the cripple and Tultamaan the 
coward thinks he can be Chief of the Guard! Will he stay Chief after the first challenge, do you 
imagine? You could defeat him!” 


“No, | couldn't, because the doctor does not duel. And because | am good at my duties, and 
would not be good at his. And because the positions in this expedition are decided by royalty, 
and if they need to be rearranged they will be rearranged by merit and royalty, not by duels. 
Now | hear someone calling for the doctor, so | shall go be useful. You may be well-advised to 
go be useful too. If you have any use at all other than as a prospective patient, which you have 
not yet demonstrated to me.” Psajathrion pounced into the callous desert breezes, and flew off 
to the mountainside where a draconic voice was indeed bellowing, “Where is the doctor?” 


Vaareng and Driaith (48/170) 


Vaareng sighed, and crouched to chew on the second claw on his left foreleg, which showed the 
first signs of shedding. Claws were the proper tools of mighty drakes, not words. He was not 
entirely sure, but he had the vague sense that that obnoxious doctor had defeated him 
somehow with words. 


A massive black head lowered itself to look him in the face. “Hello ... are you Vaareng?” 


Vaareng looked up. The dragon connected to the head was certainly a drake, for there is no 
mistaking that from even a faint taste of the scent. A large and rather pleasingly rounded drake, 
with a vane-crest burning with some peculiar black fire. But he was solid black. Oh, he was a 
shiny metallic black, with hints of other colors in the lustre of his scales, not the dull flat matte 
black of a dragoness(T) 


(Tt) Of me, to be specific. Dragonesses au naturel are always matte colors and 
always monochrome: dull black, dull grey, dull tan, dull green. We are enticing and 
entrancing to drakes, but that is a matter of scent, not appearance. Some degree of 
playing dress-up with shapeshifting is tolerably feminine, but competing with the 
drakes is impolite. They have enough to do to compete with each other. 


Vaareng uncurled with all dignity. The large black beast would make a harder fight than the little 
biologist, but there was no avoiding it. “l am Vaareng, and | am mighty.” 


“Good, good. Nice to have another mighty drake on the expedition. I’m Driaith. Not the mightiest 
drake you’ve ever met, but | can hold my own in a fight. And help you hold your own, too, if 
there’s any trouble.” He noticed Vaareng’s scowl. “Not that I’m suggesting there will be trouble, 
really. What do you do?” 


Vaareng shrugged. “I fight.” 


“Ah, one of Tultamaan’s guards and scouts! Charging mightily into the unknown! Fighting off the 
living mountains of Mohonor(¥) with mere claws and teeth! Very brave, sir,” said Driaith. 
Vaareng spread his ears and barbels, but found no sign of mockery. 


(+) The grand antagonists of a popular fictional series of stories about exploring 
dragons. 


“What do you do?” grunted Vaareng. 


“lam one of Jaraswat’s mages. My specialty, sir, is defense spells. We shall not be sending you 
out with the adequate-but-unimpressive the Small Wall that you currently wear! Not even the 
quite respectable the Ulthana’s Targe or the Tyrathian Redoubt. No, we shall start with the 
Hoplonton, and layer specifics and ablatives upon that most solid foundation! You may return 
from scouting, sir, or you may not, but | shall have worked with all craft known to astral dragons 
to give you the chance to return!” 


“Doctors and defense mages!” snapped Vaareng. “For a band of brave drakes, we certainly are 
focussing on the matters of defeat. Why not upon victory?” 


“Victory takes care of itself, sir. We take care that unsuccessful attempts will not be the end of 
our series of attempts.” Driaith cocked his head. “Perhaps you are freshly come from your 
mating flight?” 


“Under two years,” said Vaareng. 


“You do seem to be treating this as a mating flight of sorts. | do not know why you are unmarried 
now —” 


“Ask the vile and untraditional dragoness Melivras!” snapped Vaareng. 


”— but most of us have been on ours, and not come off that well,” said Driaith. “We have been 
defeated once. For Tultamaan, three times or more! We do not allow mere defeats to destroy 
us, though! We recover, we rebound, we return, mightier in spirit, more strong and more skilled! 
And we make sure that the way we were defeated the first time, will not happen again.” 


Vaareng’s head shot up. “Driaith, that is the first hopeful thing | have heard since Melivras 
dishonestly chose Tyozangi! |, too, recover and rebound and return!” 


Driaith grinned at him. “Ah, Vaareng, there is a drake in there after all! And a doughty one, and 
one who may become great, indeed!” 


Vaareng grinned back. “Oh, | am drake, never doubt it. | am all drake, and a drake of power and 
force!” 


“You are! | shall be overjoyed to explore and fight alongside you, sir!” 


“Truly! | wish to leave already, to confront monsters and troubles, to come back home with a 
garland of new worlds!” Vaareng’s head was ablaze with the idea that he could be defeated 
once, that he could admit that he was defeated, and could rise again to greater heights than a 
mere third-ranked married drake! 


Sad Goats (49/170) 


Psajathrion flew to the calls for the doctor. He found a white dragon of no great size, cerulean 
and azure zigzags making brilliant lines on his scales, and short curved horns impractically 
plated in silver or something similar, holding a small hoofed beast no bigger than a large cat ina 
foreclaw. The white called up to him, “Ah, you are Psajathrion, the doctor? A pleasure to meet 
you! | am Itharieth, a student of the matter of living, but from a more theoretical aspect than 
yourself.” 


“A pleasure as well, Itharieth. Usually when one calls for the doctor, someone is wounded or 
injured. You seem healthy. Is your pet afflicted somehow?” 


“Not my pet precisely. | have never actually seen this particular creature before — | have named 
ita ninnygoat, Cervis imbecilis. But | do think it is not healthy, by Twiggett’s spigot!” 


“lam unfamiliar with that spigot, or, indeed with Twiggett. Still, let me have a look at the goat.” 
Psajathrion took it in his foreclaw. The ninnygoat peered at him with dull, dazed eyes. “A rather 
passive beast. You say this one is wild-caught, Itharieth?” 


“| plucked it from the rocks not twelve minutes ago, Psajathrion! The remarkable thing? It just 
stared at me and meandered rather than dashed to escape. Half a dozen in its herd did just the 
same. But — this is the remarkable part, by Geemir’s femur! — three other herds of ninnygoats 
elsewhere on the hillside dashed and scampered and capered and fled like the energetic and 
clever little prey-beasts they ought to be!” 


“Why is this a concern of mine? | am physician to dragons, hovens, mhelvul, and herdbeasts. 
That seems to be plenty,” said Psajathrion. 


Itharieth grinned. “It is a clue, by Xhnarinet’s clarinet! What has rendered this herd sluggish? A 
disease, a poison, a spray of noxious pollen, a torpor caused by a surfeit of brandy?” 


Psajathrion spread his lips and ears in the dangerous gesture of a predator whose interest has 
been awoken. “Oho, | think you may be right. We have goats of our own. A plague among them 
would be some inconvenience at least! So | do care.” He peered closely at the ninnygoat in his 
hand, who belched and farted. “Furthermore its manners seem to be impaired.” 


“My extensive studies of cervine behavior, made in a dozen minutes at a farm seventeen years 
ago, suggest that no goat has good manners.” 


“Do you happen to have a healthy one?” asked the doctor. 


Itharieth drooped his ears. “They were harder to catch.” It took four minutes and the Lure of 
Dreams, but one was acquired. 


The physician inspected the two sleeping goats side by side, sniffing and tasting, probing with 
delicate clawtips and several sensoria both natural and instrumental. “Your theoretician’s 
intuition is quite correct, my good biologist! The stupified one has a certain subtle metallic 


bitterness to its scent and a coarsening of its internal structures that the healthy one lacks. It 
has a terrible case of — | have no idea what, but it’s quite distinct.” 


“Shall we dissect them and inspect them from the inside?” asked Itharieth. 


“Hum, generally considered bad for the patient,” said Psajathrion. “One often gets answers that 
way, but they are not wholly satisfactory in terms of medical outcome. Still, we have other 
methods. Let us sample the breath and blood, and effluvia if the goats are so generous as to 
provide us some. Actually, don’t we have an analysis mage in the party?” 


“We do — the miserable-looking dragoness. Roroku.” 


Roroku was duly acquired from the other side of a hill — the party was spread out over several 
sandy scrubby hills — and persuaded to cast the The Tonque of Kurila Dthiaspur in an 
advanced and subtle modality that spreads the results out in the air. The three scholar-dragons 
compared and discussed. 


Itharieth said, “Well, the most obvious feature is this bulge present in the healthy ninnygoat, and 
absent in the sick one.” 


Roroku curled her tail. “I’m very sorry to argue with you, but | don’t think so. That’s just plant 
matter, chlorophyll and such.” 


Itharieth grined at her. “Oh, argue with me all you like. I’m often wrong, by the Gargantula’s 
tarantula! Are you saying that the healthy one has eaten more recently than the sick one? Did 
that make the sick one sick? Do these goats need to constantly be sucking down succulents to 
stay even the slightest bit intelligent? That seems unlikely at best!” 


Roroku indicated a smaller bulge in the diagram. “Actually | think the other one was chewing its 
cud.” 


Itharieth pried the sleeping goat’s mouth open. “That's not a usual practice of goats, even hoven 
goats, but these are very small goats eating very rough food so | suppose they have made 
accommodations. | have taken us off on a useless tangent, as so often happens.” 


Psajathrion, who knew the spell himself, indicated a jittery line towards the side. “Now this 
worries me. Would worry me if they were patients, rather.” 


“What is it, O most elegant scalpel-tailed drake?” 


“Metals. Unusual metals to find in a creature of Hove! Mercury is here, thralsnium here, lead 
here!” said the doctor. 


“None of those are particularly healthy,” said the biologist. “And hardly surprising that they are 
bad for the brain and mind. | do believe you have solved the mystery, Roroku and Psajathrion!” 


Goats, Gold, and Genitalia (49/170) 


Psajathrion flattened his ears and closed his mouth tight in a respectful denial. “A mystery 
remains, Itharieth. How did the toxic metals come to be present in the sick goat? Were it the 
Goat King, heir to a massive empire, living in a court full of intrigue, | should expect foul play by 
one prospective heir. | could be wrong, but these goats seem to be not so rich, and not so 
organized. Also several of them were poisoned, not just one. Whence comes the poison?” 


Itharieth made a prissy face. “I didn’t do it! You surely can’t suspect me! Besides | have an alibi! 
My co-conspirator, | mean secret lover, | mean cousin, was with me at the time! | shall now sing 
an aria about this fact!” This cast Itharieth as the villainess of a popular murder-opera. 
Psajathrion giggled, and Roroku smiled nervously. 


“Not to squelch any aria that is to come, but let us cast about for other suspects. Plants and 
brooks may be poisoned — the very air may contain a fine dust of deadly metals!” 


The three investigated with spells and senses. At length Itharieth sniffed at a rill, dipped his 
tongue-tip gingerly in its clear cool water, and called the others. “By the Freglant’s eggplant, | do 
believe | have our culprit!” 


The the Tonque of Kurila Dthiaspur was duly cast. The water bore traces of mercury, thralsnium, 
and lead — and gold and iridium as well. 


“Well, isn’t that interesting,” said Itharieth. “Gold and iridium would pass through the goat, 
resulting in the most valuable goat-dung ever | have imagined. The others would stay in the 
goat and work their wicked ways there.” 


“Nicely discovered, both of you!” said Psajathrion. “It would not be a good thing if our own herds 
or small people got to drinking from that particular rill. They would not fare better than the 
ninnygoats. How did the metals get into the water, though?” 


“| have a question if you don’t mind,” asked Roroku. The others didn’t mind. “Is there more gold 
and iridium around here? Perhaps in a mineable veins?” 


“Ho, the practical dragoness!” cried Itharieth. “Here we are, seeking to cure a plague among 
goats, and she comes up with the treasure!” 


Gyovanth roared down on the wing, hissing in a passion. “What betrayal is this? This is my wife, 
not some lust-drunk drake for you to capture and pervert!” 


Doctor and biologist peered at Gyovanth perplexedly. “Your wife is an effective and observant 
scientist, sir, and has, if we are not mistaken, discovered a gold mine. | fail to see, sir, what this 
has to do with lust, capture, or perversion.” 


Gyovanth circled over the two drakes. “You are flirting! You are flattering! You seek her claspers! 
But no! They are my possessions! You shall not have them!” 


“Our discourse concerns goats and gold, sir,” snapped the doctor. “What sort of dragon gets 
from there to genitalia, | do not know and refuse to speculate upon.” 


Gyovanth had to think for a moment to understand that. “What is this? You call me a 
goat-fucker? Who pays the goat?” 


“You have been the only one to mention the concept, sir. If anyone has called you a goat-fucker, 
sir, it must therefore be you,” said Psajathrion icily. The drakes made sure of their defensive 
spells. 


“And who would know better?” added Itharieth. 


Gyovanth reared his head back and vomited forth a huge cloud of flame over the two of them. 
The drakes were predictably singed. Psajathrion hastily threw a wing over the sleeping goats, 
who survived. 


“And what have you done with Roroku?” Gyovanth howled. The drakes looked about. Roroku 
had taken the insult-exchange as a time to slink off secretly, and she was nowhere to be found. 
(Two minutes later, she was in a small crevice in a cliff-wall, exchanging notes about goats with 
me by means of the venstroma — | had given her one of the nyxyliths.) 


Gyovanth whirled off to seek his wife. The two drakes peered at each other, and shrugged. 
“Some days | regret doing so badly in my mating flight. Other days, in the company of such 
married couples as that, | take it as stroke of undeserved good fortune,” said Psajathrion. 


“True indeed. Though Hyxy and Ngassith seem supremely happy in each other. | do not 
condemn the institution altogether,” mused Itharieth. 


They chased down the afflicted goats, and healed them of the poisoning. And then they 
assaulted them with roaring and fear-spells until the goats fled the region of the poisoned rill, 
perhaps never to return. “Which seems entirely fair to them, given that they lead us to a gold 
mine,” said Itharieth. “Not that we'll get to mine it.” 


At the end of the day — a nominal concept on Hove — Osoth gathered all the sentient members 
of the expedition around a hill, and flew to the top to speak. He praised those who had done 
their duties well, and gently chided those who had not. He particularly singled out the 
treasure-finders. Itharieth and Psajathrion grinned. Roroku crouched and made herself as small 
as she could without actual shapeshifting, and covered her fresh bitemarks with her wings, 
hiding them until Gyovanth would let her heal them. 


The Useless Worlds (51/170) 


The Useless Worlds 


The Travel mages repaired the hhej&Shyant with careful spellwork. Sjojarn had a small silver 
hammer that, unlike most things, existed in several styles of reality simultaneously. He tapped 
each structural element with it, and he and Wo Awo, and often Xilobrax the physical 
magicologist, attended to the resultant quiverings and resonances quite carefully. They replaced 
several members who character did not wholly please them. 


Two days later they were ready to try again. All the dragons and small people gathered to 
watch. Wo Awo performed the final ritual of the Pentagonal Cyclone this time. The hhej§Shyant 
did not immediately collapse; its whirling winds — and the whirling of the world-wefts that it 
passed through — simply persisted, leading off from the hhejsShyant at an impossible angle. 


“Well then,” said Osoth. “This is a more promising start to the day than the last one. Let us 
proceed with all the caution that Quel Quen recommends at this point. Send forth a minikin!” 


Charimaan cast the Clever Paw of the Clever Beast, spinning potentiate nothingness(T) into a 
small hairy beast with big hands and big eyes. The group lacked a proper scryer, so Itharieth the 
biologist cast the The Excellences of the Elongated Ears to observe it. 


(T)That’s what physical magicologists say. If you can understand what it means, 
please explain it to me. Unless you're a physical magicologist. —Jy 


The minikin scampered on its fingertips into the cyclone. Itharieth watched it, and, when Osoth 
tapped him on a shiny horn, offered a running commentary. “There it goes. Its fingertips sink 
slightly into the edges of the cyclone, as if the cyclone were spongy. Is that normal, Sjojarn?( + ) 
My, this is a long cyclone. | suppose it must be, to reach from here to our distant cluster of 
universes ... It is not having any trouble walking. That will be useful when we try to move our 
herds through there. Though we might want to blindfold them. The appearance of the borders of 
the cyclone is not a bit comforting, even to me, and | know the basics of what it is made of and 
what it is doing. Actually, knowing such things makes it less comforting...” He blithered on for 
the better part of an hour. 


(+) It is normal. 


At length he said, ”...Ah! Now we observe a change in the structure of the cyclone. A dot of 
glow has appeared in the distance. Can it be that the distal end... I’m sorry, that’s 
biologist-speak, | should be clear. Can it be that the far end of the cyclone is opening on a 
pleasant world, and facing the sky, so that we see the sun?(®) The dot is growing as the minikin 
approaches, it is becoming a disc. Now it is the size of a six-kirkop coin ... don’t give me such a 
look, Psajathrion, of course | mean a six-kirkop coin held at foreleg’s length with the head at the 
most natural position, which would be, let me see, seven feet away. Now it is the size of a 
six-kirkop coin as seen from four and three-sevenths feet away. You think my measures are 
ridiculous? Very well. It subtends seven degrees. Does that satisfy you, by Snirdle’s girdle? 
Have you no poetry in your soul?” 


(®) No, it can’t be, or not if the spell is functioning properly. The other end will be 
oriented vertically, so that travellers can walk out comfortably, in any world where 
‘oriented vertically’ makes sense. 


“| have no poetry about six-kirkop coins,” said Psajathrion. “Especially metaphorical ones. 
Larger and realer denominations will surely elevate me.” 


“Well, then. Fourteen degrees ... Twenty-two ... By dint of much scuttling and clambering, the 
minikin has come to a towering wall of glow that fills the entire cyclone-passage.” 


Sjojarn said, “Are there striations in the mahakony texture of the walls?” [Sorry, there’s no good 
translation of that or any magicology word. —Jy A BB] 


“It is hard to see such things through my pitiful little scrying spell. But | believe so.” 


“You have come to the outermost of our protective barriers, then. Beyond is the essence of the 
new world.” 


“The essence of the new world seems to be a mass of illumination, with subtle shifting variations 
forming three distinct sorts of pattern,” said the scrying biologist. 


“That is most likely unfortunate. But | suppose there is some chance it could be something 
surprising or useful. Send the minikin through — into the Beyond!” cried Sjojarn 
melodramatically. 


“Well, that’s certainly a substantial transition,” said Itharieth shortly. 
“Into what?” asked Osoth. 


“My spell was destroyed the instant the minikin crossed the barrier,” said Itharieth. “Did the 
barrier cancel the spell? That would be a strange choice on the part of Sjojarn ... who indicates 
denial, so no, the barrier is not responsible. Most likely the minikin was destroyed and the spell 
with it. Though some magically-active entity or effect could have broken the spell and let the 
minikin survive.” 


Sjojarn shook his head. “Most likely the world is a Dull Glow. Still, Osoth? Would you care to 
investigate further? Have you some immaterial ghost or spirit at your disposal?” 


Osoth said, “In fact, | have acquired dominion over a suitable apparition. | had raised one at the 
first suggestion of immateriality, and here it is. Gimuse Nuthu, arise, come forth!” Gimuse Nuthu 
was the ghost of a hoven biologist, one of the ones who had worked on the problem of the 
mind-controlling worms. | had met her several times. She had died young, in a regrettable 
mountain-climbing accident on vacation in the Knhamrous. 


Gimuse Nuthu whispered, “I died, but now dragons surround me.” 


Osoth said, “Gimuse Nuthu, you died as an adventuresome tourist! Now | summon you forth for 
further adventures in touristry! Sound fun?” 


“Master, | obey with pleasure!” The ghost paused. “Why am | calling you ‘Master’?” 


“| raised you in the usual way. It expects unfriendly ghosts. Wait, I'll fix that...” Osoth dismissed 
Gimuse Nuthu, and then re-summoned her. “Better?” 


“Yes, thank you very much! What did you want me to do?” Osoth explained, with interruptions 
from everyone but Roroku. “Oh, that’s wild! When do | set off?” 


“On the instant, good Gemuse!” 


Patterns in Glow (52/170) 
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Ghosts are not swift, and the cyclone was quite long. Several hours later, Gimuse returned. 
“Dull glow it is.” 


Quel Quen (long before) and Sjojarn (right then) had explained that, in many worlds, solid things 
cannot exist. Perhaps — in the case of one common form of physics, with which | am assured 
you should be familiar — electrons are massless, moving at the speed of light, too swift to be 
caught to make atoms. Perhaps there are simply none of the fundamental constituents of 
matter, or too few. Perhaps the fundamental strength of electricity is too weak to allow 
molecules, or so strong that atoms collapse into balls of neutrons. Whatever the case, many 
worlds are matterless, or devoid of interesting matter. They are full of light, or whatever form 
energy takes in such a place. 


“The matter wasn’t interesting,” said Gimuse. “The energy sure was!” She had observed 
patterns of distortion in the pervading dull glow: four sorts of patterns that were repeated dozens 
of times, and a few unique kinds. The patterns moved slowly but purposefully. “If they were not 
alive, | will eat my diploma in biology,” she concluded. “I would love to study them further. | don’t 
know how | could write papers without a body. Nor where | could publish them. There’s no 
Journal of Impossible Worlds.” 


“It is often the case that creatures live in many forms of Dull Glow. Any sort of world allowing 
enough order and enough disorder is likely to have life,” said Sjojarn, and, in different words, 
Itharieth and Borybran and Mirinxan. Certain of the scholars disagreed about fine points of 
phrasing and terminology, and manufactured a quarrel to conceal their basic agreement. Osoth 
eventually thwacked them on the muzzle with his tail. 


“So, ultimately, we conclude that this world is not the sort we can explore and colonize, or even 
erect our Base Camp upon,” said Osoth. “Given that we should be instantly destroyed upon 

entering. Sjojarn, have you the reach-scale?” Sjojarn did not, but Wo Awo did. “Let us keep this 
scale, in case someone wishes to explore that Dull Glow further. Perhaps Itharieth will retire as 


a wealthy and renowned explorer, and sponsor Gimuse’s posthumous adventures in glowing 
biology. But for now, let this cyclone be closed, let the hhejSShyant be inspected for signs of 
degradation or subtle damage, let us prepare for a further world. May it be more material and 
more profitable!” 


Ghost Travails (53/170) 


The travel-mages retuned the hhejSShyant, which did not need it in the slightest. The next day, it 
was Sjojarn’s turn to finish the ritual. He made certain changes, which he hoped would make it 
less likely to come upon Dull Glow worlds in the region they were exploring. Again, most of the 
dragons and small people gathered around. The cyclone was erected, the minikin sent through. 


“This time, | see a dot of darkness, as black as the previous world’s dot was bright,” said 
Itharieth. “By Grailbee’s frailty, it is just the size of a six-kirkop coin, held at a certain distance 
from the eyes! Or if you prefer, it subtends a fractional number of degrees! | refuse to measure it 
more exactly, for the doctor is sure to mock me. It grows, it grows, as the minikin advances.” A 
considerable amount of such commentary ensued. “Now the end of the cyclone is a dozen feet 
off. The cyclone glows slightly, barely illuminating a flat surface beyond the cyclone for a few 
feet. Its texture is rough, or roughly smooth, like that of an orange perhaps. | see nothing in the 
sky, nothing on the ground as far as there is light, which is not far.” 


Sjojarn shook his head sadly. “This will not be a good world either. But let us finish.” 


Itharieth continued, “Now the minikin steps out of the cyclone onto the new world. Ah, poor 
miserable minikin! It dances in pain, leaving tiny footprints as upon snow or fine sand! it 
thrashes and convulses, it — it has perished!” 


Sjojarn said, “This is the sort of world called Coldest Ice. Matter can exist, as you see. But there 
are no energy-producing processes, nothing like the katastheresis that powers Hove’s suns, or 
the fusion that powers Mhel’s. Lacking any source of light or heat, the world is dark and cold. 
The surface that the minikin froze upon is surely nothing more than frozen hydrogen: a 
world-sized lump of hydrogen ice, probably circling a sun-sized lump. There is nothing more.” 


Gimuse moaned. “No life?” 


“No life, for there are no processes that provide energy, and life requires energy. Or so it is in 
the standard Coldest Ice,” said Sjojarn. 


“Shall | not go and see?” said Gimuse. 


“You may, certainly, if you are such a tourist as all that,” said Sjojarn. “Be back by tomorrow, for 
we will be making another excursion.” 


By midnight (by convention, the hour that the brightest of Hove’s three suns is midway behind 
the central column of that toroidal world), the ghost returned. “That was not very interesting. | 
should rather fall into a mountain canyon and take two hours to bleed to death while my 


husband and friends tried hard but unsuccessfully to rescue me, than spend two hours in that 
world again. And | speak as an expert, for | have done both. Oh, Osoth? Would you mind terribly 
if | sent my husband a postcard?” 


“You are welcome to. | believe that the extremely useful and alarmingly many-talented Mr. Norb 
is coordinating the postal service. Probably he can find someone to hold a pen for you.” Osoth 
peered at the hovens. “Who among you will serve as amanuensis for a spectral biologist?” His 
obscure choice of vocabulary got him a poor response — the poor dragon has always been 
more comfortable and informal with the dead than the living — but eventually a suitably 
secretary was acquired. 


‘Til Death Do Us Part (54/170) 


Gimuse and her secretary, an older hoven woman named Daprone whose hooves were so worn 
that she had iron shoes like a horse nailed to them, came to Osoth. “Osoth? Do you have spells 
to allow ghosts to cry?” 


“Not as such, Gimuse,” said the necromancer. “Why do you want to cry?” 
Daprone showed him the response to Gimuse’s postcard: 


You give me a sick, horrid joke, pretending to write letters to me in the name of my 
dead wife! You are a stinking sphincter of depravity and spiritual discord! Cease to 
torment me! -- Dv. Pardilomeh Spremm. 


“Is this an occasion for tears? You could write another card to him describing some shared 
secret and proving that you are yourself. Or you could go and visit him, haunt him or say 
farewell to him. We'll be here for a while. | can find another ghost for a scout. Many hovens have 
died, after all.” 


“No, it’s worse than that, Osoth. He has married that Livise Spremm woman whom he had an 
affair with six years ago. And she has made him back into the very religious man he was before 
he met me. He’s gone back to signing his name with ‘Dv.’ — that’s ‘Divinatorum’. At this point 
he’d probably consider me an emination of Curset sent to destroy him. So my original plan was 
to cry for a few hours and then try to forget him. I’m having trouble with the first step though.” 


Osoth rubbed his facial horns. “Not an easy problem, letting the dead cry. That requires a body, 
a living one. Possessing a hoven would be inadvisable. Would you like to possess a ninnygoat? 
That can be arranged. | think they can cry.” 


“No, thanks. | feel too much of a ninny as it is. | can probably get the same effect by composing 
bad poetry.” 


“Will you need me to write it down?” asked Daprone. 


“Thank you, but no thank you. This is the sort of poetry that is best not written down,” said 
Gimuse. 


Osoth returned to his planning, musing on the limitations of draconic powers to solve problems. 


The fourth attempt to reach a new world reached another Coldest Ice, and the fifth and sixth, 
another pair of Dull Glows, without even the curiosity of visible life. By the seventh, which was 
different but no more useful, the audience at the finishing of the Pentagonal Cyclone had shrunk 
by a third: various people who did not have to be there chose not to be. 


“| was expecting another Coldest Ice,” said Itharieth as the minikin reached the end of the 
cyclone. “It is not. There are stars in the sky. Not many stars: | count nine visible from the 
cyclone’s opening. The ground is smooth and reflects the sky, rather as if the world were made 
entirely of glass.” 


“It is, or at least, if | recognize the type as a Burned Out, it is,” said Sjojarn. “This is a very old 
Basic Ball world. Its sun once burned large and bright enough to melt the world, and then sun 
and all stars cooled and are on their way to death.” 


“Is there anything there for us?” 
“Is Osoth a mighty enough necromancer to raise the ghost of a dead sun?” asked Sjojarn. 
“Potentially, if the sun once lived. Mere balls of flame do not have spirits,” said Osoth. 


“Then no.” 


More Useless Worlds (55/170) 


The fourteenth world was of the form called “Boiling Stone”: an endless sea of lava. Perhaps it 
would congeal and cool down to something useful in a grand-grand of grand-years. Perhaps the 
universe’s physical laws prevent it from ever cooling down. Perhaps living creatures swam in the 
sea of stone: Gimuse thought she saw some. Perhaps not. 


In any case, it was useless to dragons. They saved the reach-scale, in case someone wanted to 
study Gimuse’s rock-creatures. 
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The twenty-ninth world was useless in yet another way. “The sky is full of churning black clouds, 
with just a tiny bit of glow behind them. | do believe there is a working sun up there. The 
landscape is hideous. Not utterly so; at least there is a landscape. But the landscapers they 
have hired have the most ... exotic ... sense of style. We have here a vast plain of scoured and 


chiseled stone. Intentionally chiseled, for | can see the marks of the tools, and a few of the tools 
themselves. Here and there are low monuments, spiky things with a separate small-person skull 


or helm or shield impaled on each spike. Beautiful workmanship, the impaled weapons and 
tools have. In the distance a tower rears up, dull red magics dripping from its windows. Nothing 
seems to live here: | see the corpses of trees and shrubs, and the skeletons of what must have 
been the ugliest small people anywhere. It’s not entirely dead. | think there are stromatolites or 
biofilms, sheets of live bacteria and micro-organisms, especially around the pond.” 


Itharieth gave a start, as one of his rarely-used senses twinged. “And there are gods! One in the 
tower, not terribly powerful: comparable to Ngassith, who is roughly the most dangerous of us. 
Six weaker ones, gods or angels, flying towards the cyclone and the minikin. Each of them is 
strong enough to care about: about 8/12 or 9/12 as dangerous as | am.” 


Sjojarn shook his head. “Dark Victory, or I'll spend the rest of the day as a turtle.” Several 
dragons pressed him for more details. “A box turtle with the runes of wrongness written on my 
shell, | think, would be appropriate as a penalty turtle shape. Oh, you want details of Dark 
Victory. On many worlds, a mighty god arises, with a dire and vengeful drive for conquest and 
destruction. Sometimes they win. Sometimes their armies of, let us say, hideous 
genetically-engineered shock warriors, their infernal smoke-belching war engines, their handful 
of flying and mighty servitors, defeat whatever forces are ranged against them. 


“Now, when we conquer a world, we try to leave it as intact as possible. We rule benevolently(d), 
we farm the world, we correct problems as they arise. Not so every Dark Lord! Often they wreck 
massive vengeance first: killing everyone but their servants, chopping down the forests where 
the last remaining powers bright powers hide, spewing out poisons, and generally making sure 
that nothing could possibly survive to challenge them. Doing this carefully is not so easy. If it is 
the slightest bit overdone, the ecology of the world breaks. Poison the seas and destroy the 
forests, and there will be insufficient plant life to keep the air breathable. And then all things that 
need to breathe, will die.” 


[(0) From our point of view, it’s benevolent. We rarely ask the conquered small 
people’s point of view, and we rarely like the answer when we do. Ythac and | are 
trying to be actually benevolent, and less than rulerly, on Hove. We will see how this 
works. —JY] 


Itharieth frowned, a gesture of ears and wings. “As a biologist, | disapprove!” 
“As a drake who wishes to rule a vast and wealthy territory, | disapprove!” roared Gyovanth. 


By the time the news had spread around the camp and all the dragons gathered — for who 
would miss the first interesting thing that happened — the first pair of winged servitors had 
arrived at the portal. They were massive and hideous things, dozens of small-people skeletons 
welded together with heavy wrought-iron struts, and wings made of tanned skins. The first one 
pushed at the entrance to the cyclone, and was repelled by the powers in the hhej&shyant. It 
moaned an intricate phrase. 


Jaraswat was ready, though. With Wo Awo and Lovrian supporting his spells (for getting them to 
work at such a distance is a matter of very hard sorcery), he translated the servitor’s words: 
“This gate is closed; there is no escape by it.” 


Osoth’s opinion of the living dead is rather more generous than that of most dragons. He had 
Jaraswat say, “Explain your situation. We may be sympathetic.” 


The servitor moaned, “A thousand years have passed since our victory. All things have died who 
our master permits to die. We are forbidden that: we must fly all around this dead world, senses 
alert for any sign of success of the prophecy that will mark our master’s doom. No white flowers 
bloom; no flowers of any sort bloom; no plants remain. When we find a seed we give it to the 
dark flames. Our rule is absolute and unchallenged. Our rule is a useless and unending torment. 
Let us out, O visitors, and we will serve you forever and faithfully!” 


Osoth was about to grant their petition, when Tultamaan, who knows him well, bit his tail quite 
hard. “Osoth! You are on the verge of making a Stupid and Elementary Mistake!” 


Osoth turned to blink at his lieutenant. “I am? They seem quite useful, and quite unhappy.” 


“You are Half right. They are unhappy. They are useful mainly for ruining worlds. Do you have a 
world that you wish ruined?” said Tultamaan in a snide tone. “Recall that the Primary purpose of 
our company is to find Valuable and Colonizable worlds. Once they have been ruined, they are 
no longer Valuable nor Colonizable.” 


“| suppose there is some truth to that,” said Osoth. “But surely they will not ruin unless we bid 
them to.” 


“As to the matter of their Obedience, observe how forever and faithfully they serve their first 
master. They beg to Betray and Leave, of the first minikin appearing at a portal. They know 
Nothing of us. True, the Dark Lord is probably a Mediocre and Annoying master, but they should 
at least conduct a Minimal Interview before betraying him. As we should before freeing them.” 


”... true ...” mumbled Osoth. 


“We could not Trust them. We would have to work to Contain them. They would probably Betray 
us at some Inconvenient Time, and they are strong enough to be able to Do So with 
Considerable Vigor.” 


“Oh, very well,” said Osoth. “But their design is impressive, and | would like to see more of it. | 
suppose | am here as party leader, not as necromancer, and | must be sensible. Tultamaan is 
right. Sjojarn, let this portal be closed, and let the scale be destroyed.” 


Sjojarn said, “We cannot close it until Gimuse returns, another three minutes. She is hurrying 
back.” 


Gyovanth snapped, “And we should not destroy the scale. | grant that we are not the party to 
rush over there, heal the lands and seas, and plant the white flower that will restore that 
miserable world. But let the scale be saved, and placed into an archive with the full story as we 
know it, so that some other unfortunate drakes can earn honor by reversing the Dark Victory.” 


Osoth nodded. “Why, that is a generous and sensible idea. Evrath, when you write down the 
catalog of worlds we have found, do not simply write the worlds that married couples may 
conquer. Write worlds where single drakes may find glory, and place this one on the list!” 


To the servitors he replied, “You may not come through this portal. Bide but a little longer, and a 
just and fitting rescue will come.” 
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The thirty-third world was not useless. 


Base Camp (56/170) 


Base Camp 


“This is somewhere!” said Gimuse. “I see live trees! Deer kinds of things grazing! A burning sun 
under a freakish blank blue sky! Lumpy stones, a paved road, a running stream!” 


“The blank blue sky is not strange for Basic Ball worlds. You are just used to the Typical Toroid 
of Hove, where the sky is full of lands,” said Itharieth. “But the rest of that sounds worth 
considerable cheering and yelling, by Grallion’s scallion!” 


“A good start,” said Tultamaan. “Let some people Cheer and Yell. Over yonder, so that the 
Tumultuous Noise does not Interfere with those Highly Educated and Prepared Specialists 
whose duty it is to determine if we can actually Live on this new world, or whether the 
atmosphere is composed of some Clear but Toxic Fume. Or, more dangerously, if the laws of 
reality require that the Oxygen in our blood slowly transforms itself into deadly Arsenic, as ona 
world that Quel Quen visited.” 


Despite Tultamaan’s exhortation, the celebration was considerable at this first sign of progress. 
Hyxy and Ngassith copulated energetically in the sky over the camp. After a bit of prodding, 
Evrath and Charimaan did as well.(t) There was much cheering. There were calls for the third 
married couple to perform as well, but Roroku’s skills as an Analysis mage were required at the 
cyclone. 


(Tt) | have seen drakes copulate while flying several times. There are various 
methods it can be arranged, but | believe the preferred way is to have one drake 
assume a female shape. 
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“| miss my mating flight. | don’t miss the ending of it, but the middle — Ah! Three horny 
dragonesses eager to enjoy drakes at every opportunity!” said Vaareng, crouching at the edge 
of the camp, watching the air-show. “The rush of wind on my wings, the claspers closing around 
one of my hemipenises, the applause of my flight-mates at the vigor and energy of my 
performance!” 


Driaith curled his tail. “You must have been a veritable Tdlonis!” Referring to a legendary dragon 
of great sexual prowess. 


“| was!” 


Driaith hummed. “Though your mating flight is over, and the dragonesses are already 
distributed, it is not entirely necessary to cease being a great Tolonis. It would be a shame for 
such skills and vigorous energy as yours to go to waste.” 


Vaareng tensed. He was fairly sure he knew what Driaith was about to suggest, and entirely 
unsure of how he would respond. He tried to divert the conversation. “Arilash, the 
slut-dragoness of Hove, is potentially available, but spread rather thin. There is hardly any honor 
to be had from twining with her.” (Perhaps dishonor to be sent away without twining, but 
Vaareng was not obliged to mention that.) 


Driaith counted on his foreclaws. “Arilash is not coming with us. Hyxy is faithful to Ngassith, and 
has bitten a large chunk out of Sjojarn when he hinted she might be somewhat flexible on that 
score. Roroku has not defended her chastity at all, but Gyovanth is constantly watching her, and 
a most suspicious and dangerous dragon is he, so she has had nothing to defend her chastity 
against. | would not count on twining with Roroku being an option.” He held up a forepaw with 
no claws out. “Which leaves no true dragonesses.” 


“Which is just the number that a bachelor drake should expect,” said Vaareng, quite nervously. 


“It leaves a quantity of drakes, though,” said Driaith. “A quantity of horny drakes. A quantity of 
drakes who are not inclined to be terribly picky. A quantity of drakes who — not to put too fine a 
point on it — might be willing to transform themselves into dragonesses temporarily.” 


Vaareng whispered, “That is not honorable.” 


Driaith folded his forepaws and rested his head upon them, as if to indicate that he was not 
going to shapeshift and fly and twine with anyone just at the moment. “By what measure of 
honor, Vaareng? Do you not hear the drakes cheering just as loudly for the urning couple Evrath 
and Charimaan as for the normal couple Hyxy and Ngassith? In this expedition — in the 
company of bachelor drakes — there is no dishonor in satisfying your body’s demands, so long 
as you Stay in draconic form. There is even honor in doing so with vigor and energy, just as ona 
mating flight.” 


Vaareng sat frozen, terrified. 


“Think about it, Vaareng. You could be Tdldnis with an eager dragoness again — tonight, even,” 
said Driaith. 


”... Not areal one ...” 


“As real as bachelors can mount. One who looks and smells and tastes and feels real. One who 
will squeeze your male members with her claspers and enjoy twining with you just as much as if 
she was hatched a dragoness,” said Driaith. “One whose honor — and flaws, and prospects, 
and experience altogether — match yours.” 


Vaareng whined, and tried to sort out lust and honor. The scent of entwined couples in the sky 
didn’t help a bit. 


Ki. 7/17 


Seven dragons and one ghost stood or sprawled by the Hove-side of the cyclone. Osoth 
summarized their reports. “All things are innocuous enough. The air is nontoxic, save perhaps 
being a touch irritating to those from Mhel, and that can be dealt with by tincture of snyel, or 
standard spells. The plants are edible to our test ninnygoats. The deerish creatures are edible to 
our test dogs. Our biologists and physician want further experiments, but they always will. The 
water contains no noxious metals or microbes. Our exploring ghost, an expert naturalist herself, 
has discovered nothing more dangerous than wolf-equivalents and large spiders. The physical 
laws seem ordinary enough, though the shape of the world is peculiar. | have one question 
alone: is there anything else that must be done before a single dragon goes to scout?” 


Itharieth said, “There are things that could be done.” 
“There always are. Should they be?” 


“Not before a dragon goes to scout. Some must surely be done before we bring small people 
and food animals.” 


Osoth raised his head high. “That leads to another single question. Who shall we send? There 
is considerable danger here, and hence considerable honor. | shall cast lots among those who 
wish to take this most impressive of places.” 
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Seven or eight dragons volunteered: Cnidtheyn. Driaith. Evrath. Hyxy and Ngassith, as a pair. 
Mirinxan. Nrusco. Questhraum the poet, perhaps unwisely. Vaareng. 


Osoth summarily removed Hyxy and Ngassith from consideration. “You agreed to keep private 
your good fortune at being a married drake and dragoness. Copulating in the lower atmosphere 


above our camp, while a dozen drakes cheer you on, is not private. | can still smell the spice of 
your passion. Thus do | deprive you of the chance to go first.” 


“Right,” snapped Hyxy. “Ngassith, come back to our sleeping-place. Since we are thusly limited, 
let us copulate privately until the tent falls down.” 


The lot fell to Mirinxan, cartographer and scout and guard, and a dragon experienced in 
unfamiliar worlds. He trotted to Driaith, who, as the chief defensive mage, covered him 
protective spells, mystical armorings, apotropaics, fortifications, and more than a few kisses. 
Mirinxan, his double mane flaring, circled the cyclone-mouth three times, and then darted into it. 


Vaareng, tail lashing, sought out Driaith. “Not an hour ago you were attempting — | cannot bring 
myself to say what.” 


Driaith nodded. “I can: to share bodily pleasure and companionship with you.” 


”.,. that. Now | see you kissing Mirinxan, as if your kisses bore some special mystery of 
thwartation!” 


Driaith chuckled. “No such mystery. Well, did you choose to share bodily pleasure with me?” 
“No!” 


“Then how is it that you complain in such furious tones about who | choose to kiss?” asked 
Driaith. 


Vaareng had no good answer. “I ... | cannot decide so fast. Whether | will behave like a 
lust-ridden bachelor drake, or... or...” 


Driaith finished the sentence for him. “like a lust-miserable bachelor drake who rejects 
pleasure.” 


Vaaring snorted. “Like a decent bachelor drake.” 
“Ah, good Vaaring! We say the same thing in different words, sir!” 


Vaareng dipped his head, shy for perhaps the first time in two dozen years. “Come with me. | do 
not want to be seen.” 


Driaith mused a moment, until Vaareng thought he might reject him, and how humiliating that 
would be. “Very well. | shall appreciate the distraction from worrying about Mirinxan in the other 
world.” 


By all reports, Vaareng is a better lover than | am. This is not surprising. A dead catfish is a 
better lover than | am. | have not asked any of the principals who remain to be asked, but | am 
given to understand from the behavior of various people that Vaareng is considerably better 
than a dead catfish, or even a live one. 


Mirinxan on Narethy (58/170) 


Mirinxan on Narethy 


Our scout Mirinxan had taken one of the venstroma’s nyxyliths. Officially, this was so that the 
party could talk with him in case of some disaster or other. Unofficially it was so that | could 
participate a bit in the adventure, relaying messages from Mirinxan to Osoth or what have you. | 
was as excited about the new world as anyone. 


Mirinxan burst forth from the cyclone in a battering flutter of wings. He sought the sky, as one 
does under uncertain circumstances. (The cyclone-mouth needs to be on the ground, or close, 
so we Can move small people and large equipment and herds. Moving the cyclone-mouth itself 
would take highly advanced magic and we do not attempt it.) 


As the first dragon on the first world, Mirinxan was given the honor of naming it. Thus it became 
known, now and forever, as Narethy. The name is short for “Why is it tilted?” 


Cosmology of Narethy 


And that’s an excellent question. Narethy is our first example of a world of the type we later 
came to call ‘Predictable Platelet’. The worlds of the Ts6n Cluster — and that name means 
“lootable” or “rich prey” — are frequently Predictable Platelets. They are flat slabs of some 
substrate material: Narethy is based on basalt, but others have been based on slabs of iron 
(which makes some sense), or bone (barely sensible), or even titanium and fired porcelain 
(why? We never understood that one, like so much else about the Tson Cluster). 


Narethy is not terribly large as worlds go. It is an irregular hexagon-ish thing, just under two 
grand miles from farthest point to farthest point. It is a hair over four miles thick, mostly basalt. 


It is floating in the void. 


Gravity works in a very standard way on Narethy — more or less the same as it does for Hove. 
There is a universal notion of “down”. On the surface of the platelet, “down” means roughly the 
direction you'd expect. If you let go of a potato, it will fall to the platelet. (Slowly! About 7% of the 
gravity of Hove or Mhel.) 


Narethy is tilted, though. When we got to measure it, gravity is about 3° off from the exact 
perpendicular to the platelet’s surface. So, the whole world is tilted at 3°. We’re not sure why. 
We think that the universe is a tube with solid walls, and the world is a bit too big to fit evenly in 
the bottom of the tube and got wedged at a slight angle. 


Oh, and there’s a sun, a small and roughly octagonal platelet. It kind of flutters around irregularly 
in the sky: falling towards Narethy, then rebounding (from what?) and twirling back up high. The 
interval between bounces varies from four to eighteen standard days. There’s not exactly a 


day/night cycle, though the sun gives a lot more light when it’s showing its faces to Narethy than 
when it’s showing its edge. 


We never really understood much about Narethy’s universe. It wasn’t the one we had come to 
take. 


Geography of Narethy (59/170) 
Geography of Narethy 


The cyclone’s opening is a quarter-mile from an obvious road, a road where the topsoil has 
been scooped away and fenced off with tall walls of stone. The road runs from Newtown to 
Bread-Big-City. Those aren’t our names. They are carved on the walls every half-mile, with 
distances, in cryptic runes which Jaraswat’s mighty linguistic spells made short work of. (The 
Word-Fox is ineffective; the native tongues are so dead that there are no echoes that that 
nimble little vulpine can catch.) 


When Mirinxan reached Bread-Big-City, we knew we weren’t on Hove anymore. 


It’s not that unusual, cross-worldly, to have a city composed entirely of towers. Dorday, my 
favorite city on Hove, sometimes feels that way. It’s normal architecture on Spendularé, as the 
spens are avian. The narets were rather more like flying squirrels: only gliders. (They called 
themselves ’isgé”, but we name the world and inhabitants together, to avoid confusion. Hovens 
hate being called ‘hoven’. The hovens will get used to it. The narets won't get used to anything, 


nor complain; they are all dead.) 


What /s unusual, and what we have never, ever, seen before, is that all the towers were curved. 
There’s a big empty plaza in a suburb of Bread-Big-City, which we call “Vertical Plaza”. The 
towers around Vertical Plaza go straight up for a floor and a half, then turn and bend to nearly 
horizontal, all pointing directly away from the amphitheatre in Vertical Plaza. The towers a block 
away are vertical for two floors, and aren’t bent quite so sharply. The towers a mile away go for 
five floors and are only a bit tilted. 


The pattern continues all over Narethy. The towers in Newtown are a bit curved on the top, all 
pointing away from Bread-Big-City, and from Vertical Plaza in particular. Rather later some 
dragons flew to the farthest rim of Narethy. It took surveying equipment, but yes, the towers are 
just a bit curved there, and the same way. 


“Oh!” we all said immediately. “There was a melty sort of explosion in the amphitheatre, and it 
melted the towers.” 


Evidence For That, part 1:That’s how Bread-Big-City looks from above, certainly. 


Evidence For That, part 2: The rooms inside the towers look the way you’d expect if the towers 
were straight up and down. They have windows and balconies on the outside, which means that 
sometimes the windows face the sky and sometimes they face the ground. The 


ex-walls/now-floors are covered with smashed furniture and assorted detritus, as would naturally 
happen if the room got suddenly turned on its side. But see “against, part 2” 


Evidence Against That, part 1: Nothing else got melted by the blast. There are light-posts and 
wire-poles throughout Bread-Big-City. Many are fallen (but in random directions, due to age). 
Those that are standing are perfectly vertical — or leaning crazily, but in random directions. 


Evidence Against That, part 2: The towers are all built the way they look. The most extremely 
tilted ones have massive internal structural elements, heavy curved pillars and skeletons of 
woven titanium. The towers would have been all but impossible to live in, what with the pillars 
taking up the better part of each room. 


Osoth was in love with this mystery instantly. It was not at all the purpose of the exploring 
company, but it seemed a wonderful puzzle that his powers of archaeology and necromancy 
could unlock while the Travel mages built a new hhejSShyant and looked around the Tson 
cluster for worlds that were actually tson. 


More Useless Worlds (60/170) 


More Useless Worlds 


Moving twenty-seven dragons, sixty-three small people, a small horde of animated skeletons, 
and a large herd of food animals to Narethy was not a quick matter. Nor was erecting the Base 
Camp proper. 


Narethy’s peculiar architecture made it hard to reuse any of the abandoned buildings. They 
didn’t fit dragons at all, and the tilted tips were altogether unliveable, which was no surprise. 
They did fit small people and the straight parts were usable, but hovens and chirs alike disliked 
sharing their rooms with twisted struts of titanium. It was often hard to walk from one side of the 
room to the other, so awkwardly was the titanium placed. And there was something distinctly 
unpleasant about the squirming shapes of the struts as contrasted to the entirely sensible 
squares of the rest of the architecture. 


It was soon decided to leave the narets’ homes to the narets, and to bring through the cyclone a 
great number of sections of metal and plastic, following the plan for a housing-free world. These 
were screwed and clamped together under the expert and attentive eye of Mr. Norb, with 
tenasensitive inspection and holding-large-object-in-place assistance of a variety of drakes. In 
no time(ds) a sufficient camp was ready, with twenty-three repurposed Trestean army portable 
small-aircraft hangers for the dragons, another three (medium size) for the living small people, 
three more (medium size) for the undead, and eight more (medium size) for livestock. Then 
another dozen or so for science and scholarship. 


(¢£) No time being almost two months if one looks at the calendar, or almost six 
years if one counts the apparent woe of one’s friends as written over the venstromo. 


The married couples, normal and urning, each shared a hanger. We weren’t at all sure what to 
do about Yarenton + Fraxtseng + Questhraum, who had some sort of happy but utterly 
unmarriageable triad, so we gave each one a hanger and assumed they would visit each others’ 
hangers at need. 


| hear there was a fair bit of hanger-visiting going on in a certain fraction of the drake population. 
Probably among the small people population as well, but | only heard a little of that. Even 
among the undead: Gimuse Nuthu and Mr. Norb apparently saw a great deal of each other, and 
conducted a mutually-satisfactory erotic affair entirely by gazing longingly at each others’ 
untouchable bodies, or something. (Il ought to be encouraging or encouraged, since | can’t feel 
my lovers any more than those two could feel each other, but somehow they managed to enjoy 
it.) 


Visiting (61/170) 


“There is a great deal of hanger-visiting going on among the drakes!” snapped Jaraswat at a 
meeting of the leading dragons. 


“Anyone with a halfway usable Ear is quite aware of this. Anyone with a halfway usable Tongue 
may learn the Purpose of the visiting. It seems that there is, in fact, only one Purpose,” said 
Tultamaan. 


“And anyone with a sense of the history of this honorable expedition should expect that 
purpose,” said Osoth. “We did not restrict it to urnings, but we certainly made it particularly 
useful to them.” 


“Osoth, my scientists and sorcerers are englorné,” said Jaraswat. The other two dragons glared 
at him, and he added, “It is a Mastelqaat word. Literally it refers to people whose feet are 
encumbered by muck or squelchy filth. Poetically, the muck and filth are spiritual. This is an 
intolerable state of affairs!” 


Osoth peered at Jaraswat. “Who is having an intolerable affair? And who is unable to tolerate it, 
for that matter?” 


“Driaith, for one! A mage, through and through! He properly belongs to me! But he is engaged in 
entanglements with Vaareng, who properly belongs to Tultamaan!” 


Tultamaan cocked his head. “You are ignoring certain Complexities — that is a Grand Draconic 
word, which may loosely be translated as ‘Complexities’ — of the situation. | do not own 
Vaareng. He reports to me, as a guard. | have little say and little interest in which hanger he 
chooses to sleep in — or disport in. For that matter, as a Defense Mage, Driaith is as much a 
member of my side of the expedition as yours. We each get One Word of his description. Do not 
bother Translating ‘mage’ into a dozen languages to get a dozen shares of influence: he is equal 
parts Defense and Mage.” 


“| do not permit this Distraction! Driaith has Extensive Duties!” 


Osoth said, “He does indeed. He is warding the lands our flocks graze upon. He is maintaining 
protections on our small people. He is reinforcing the hangars. He is even helping build the new 
hhej8Shyant. Once we start exploring from here, he will have other duties as well.” He took a 
very serious expression. “Jaraswat, | am disappointed in you. You permit Driaith time to eat and 
sleep. He should be constantly at work, along with the skeletons and mummies.” 


Jaraswat dipped his head. “Osoth, your sarcasm is haramash, by which which the Tnegma 
Tnoin mean, ‘a minor and temporary decrease in your dignity’.” (And the Marssa Tnoin mean ‘a 
major decrease in dignity, rendering a leader spiritually unfit to lead’, but Jaraswat did not 
mention that.) “I require him to be capable of doing his duties. Bodily refreshment helps that. 


This preoccupation with Vaareng harms it.” 


“And his preoccupation with Mirinxan does not? Perhaps because Mirinxan, when he is being a 
cartographer, is a member of your mojety, which is how astral dragons sometimes call a half of 
an organization, when they are being Erudite or Obnoxious,” said Tultamaan. 


“| know nothing about this!” said Jaraswat. 
“A pity,” said Tultamaan. “Perhaps you should study your native language a bit.” 


“Don’t be any more of a lout than your noxious nature requires, Tultamaan! | clearly said that | 
know nothing of Driaith’s involvement with Mirinxan!” 


Osoth chuckled. “This is not a dereliction of your duties, for you are only required to coordinate 
their scientific activities, not their secondary ones. In any case. | require everyone to exert 
themselves to the degree necessary. In urgent situations, all must work with vigor and intensity. 
The current situation is not urgent. We must establish a comfortable base camp, such as we 
may inhabit for a few years. Important work to be sure! But if the weather-wards are done 
tomorrow rather than today, what of it? As long as tomorrow is really tomorrow, and not some 
indefinite future; and as long as the weather is mild today, which it is.” 


Jaraswat snorted sparks. “Osoth. | cannot approve of this jawdidj behavior. If drakes must 
amuse themselves with drakes, as | suppose they must, let the encounters be little skulking 
matters, conducted in secrecy and shame, over as quickly as possible. Disgusting beyond all 
the words that | know, when Vaareng trots to Driaith’s hangar, his tail in the air!” 


Osoth laughed, smoke and graveyard dust dancing around his muzzle. “I have no authority to 
regulate such matters. While | am not interested in drakes myself —” 


"— nor | —" 
”"— | am not either! The very concept is wippixiw to me! —” 


”— we who come from Hove can hardly complain about what anyone chooses to do with their 
private parts. Even if those private parts are fairly public. Jaraswat, you may attempt to 
persuade Vaareng to be discreet, or scold Driaith about his promiscuity. Or you may attempt to 


persuade Hyxy to be a pacifist, or scold Gyovanth about his courtly style of movement. | expect 
equal degrees of success, and equal value to the expedition.” 


Archaeological Research at Base Camp (62/170) 


Archaeological Research at Base Camp 


Osoth’s hoven assistants, wearing rune-encrusted black robes quite different from their ordinary 
and comfortable coveralls, placed twenty-eight skulls in a triangle, seven on a side. Osoth 
personally drew diagrams in claw-lines on the smooth concrete floor of the ancient naret 
gymnasium: a nine-sided polygon to protect the revenants from unwanted external influences; a 
spidery thing of swooping arcs and grey candles at its points to grant them extra vigor. 


The hovens scattered, or stood in the unnecessary protective diagram in one corner to watch, 
as they desired. Osoth spoke words in a language that Jaraswat’s methods could never 
penetrate, words that fell on the skulls like a rain of mercury. The skulls leapt and clattered, and 
rose into the air. 


Osoth, confident in his might as dragon and necromancer, reached into the diagram to touch 
first one skull, then another, casting the The Spilling of the Speech to learn the ancient naret 
tongues. | got a running commentary through the venstroma. 


“Once you lived, then you were dead, and now you’re back for a bit!” he proclaimed, then 
frowned at the untraditional familiarity of his words. “Declare your names and offices, and state 
your stories!” 


The skull at the point of the triangle rose and did him homage. Candle-light clung to it, outlining 
the form of an old naret: a small and svelte and sinuous body, elongated arms and mid-limbs 
and legs and the mantle spread between them, a bluntly-pointed head, a short thick tail ending 
in a beak. He wore a burial-sash with proud enamelled emblems. “| was Ko Wao Koky Weng, 
Grand Preceptor of the Dzako-Snar District. In my life | caused to be erected no fewer than 
eight hundred tok6 monuments, and | saved a virgin from a soul-destroying ritual error 
concerning euphony. | died from an injection of gna, | wear the signs of sublimity! Yet where is 
the palace of my soul, in which | shall dwell delightedly forever? | do not resurrect in the 
presence of Gargu the Whell-God. Instead | seem to be in the gymnasium of the Lesser 
Pondwhistle Athletic Society, if these signs are correct, fourteen years after my death. It has not 
even been cleaned recently.” 


Osoth nodded. “Thank you, Ko Wao Koky Weng. Your complaints will be addressed in due time. 
Next!” 


The second was Kna Deku Shve, an itinerant salesman of ribbons and jewelry, killed by 
brigands and rather upset about it. The third was a youth struck by lightning when flying in a 
thunderstorm on a dare, demanding the afterlife treasures due for suicidal bravery. And so on. 


«Don’t you have command over the spirits you raise? These seem to think they have command 
over you,» | teased. 


«lt is much the same with you and your subjects,» he replied. 


Mr. Norb thumped on the door of the gymnasium with a shovel. “Osoth? Sorry to interrupt your 
necromanticizing, but we gotta problem. Vaareng took a big bite outta Mirinxan.” 


«As with you and yours,» | answered. 


He turned back to the demanding dead. “Spirits! Do any of you know how this town, Lesser 
Pondwhistle as it may be called, came to be rendered uninhabited?” 


The spirits moaned unhappily. “Uninhabited? What malice is this?” — “I have a wife and 
offspring in Lesser Pondwhistle!” — “Oh, fear not, Preceptor, for your wife’s infidelities mean that 
the offspring are not yours, and the wife barely yours either.” — “My relatives, my friends, my 
town! What became of it?” 


Osoth shushed them with a stormy flap of his wings. “So none of you know what became of it, 
or what became of the other towns and cities and people of this world?” 


They did not. Clues were scanty. The best: the gymnasium had posters on its walls that dated to 
the year after the last one of the twenty-eight had died. Lesser Pondwhistle had been a vigorous 
and growing minor metropolis then, and the world had showed no signs of ending. 


“But apparently it did end, or at least the narets’ part of it.” He dismissed the twenty-eight 
abruptly, without providing even one of them with an afterlife palace, and went to see about his 
battling drakes. Again. 


Royal Romantic Advice (63/170) 


Royal Romantic Advice 


Four of the nyxyliths were held by specific people: Osoth, Tultamaan, Hyxy, and Roroku. Two 
were to wander: held this month by one dragon, the next by another. Jaraswat was supposed to 
hold the last one, but he never wrote to me, so after a month | let it wander also. Not everyone 
wanted to talk to me: Xilobrax, say, who hates all dragonesses for the events of his mating flight 
(quoting from some drakes who he complained to) and answered my questions with terse 


symbols — not even whole words, but the Grand Draconic equivalent of writing “y” for “yes” and 


a” for “dj”. | took him out of the nyxylith rotation as well. 


Sometimes | clawed a drake the right way and got an arterial gushing of words. 


«Hello, Vaareng. | hope it hasn’t been too tedious waiting for the Travel mages to set up the 
hhejsShyant and let you go exploring in earnest,» | wrote when he took up the nyxylith. | always 
say something like that. 


He answered with something memorably unmemorable. 

«l hear that you have made at least one good friend on the team,» | said. 

«What? Driaith? Are you referring to Driaith?» 

«lam in fact referring to Driaith,» | said. «ls there some problem?» 

«Some problem! Yes! | should say there is some problem! The situation is altogether problems!» 


This sounded more interesting than the treaty negotiations between Damma and Echir. | wasn’t 
even part of the negotiations, other than to emphasize that both Hoven countries were under 
our protection, even if we had initially beaten Damma into submission and were still extracting 
nominally-punative tribute from them. | occasionally had to loom at the Echirian ambassador. 
The details of the treaty were arcana of grain pricing and tariffs and import duties. | wish such 
things were still beyond me, like they were when | started queening, but | have learned a great 
deal. They still don’t hold my attention very well. Especially, as | said, when my only role is to 
glare at an ambassador who says something particularly egregious. So | urged Vaareng on; and 
glared randomly at ambassadors, which worked just as well as when | glared at just the right 
times. 


«What sort of problems, Vaareng? Is there anything | could do from here to help?» 


«Oh, there are problems, all right. | gave in to lust once or twice and let Driaith be a dragoness 
for me. Rumors of that will get around. I'll be dishonored everywhere but Hove,» he wrote. «And 
everyone on Hove will assume that I’m lust-ridden.» 


«Well, you are a horny drake,» | wrote back, using an adjective generally applied in a flattering 
way to drakes on their mating flight. «At least Arilash thinks so. You might as well admit that and 
enjoy it, and do it right.» 


«But — Driaith!» 
| had no idea what he meant. «Tell me about Driaith.» 


«This isn’t a mating flight. Everyone keeps telling me that. This isn’t a mating flight, and we’re 
not allowed to be competing for ... for ... twining. So shouldn’t your ... your ... partner if that’s 
the right word ... shouldn't he be faithful?» 


«l think you and he will need to figure out the terms of your entwinement. The only rules we’ve 
imposed are on the dragoness-and-drake couples, who have to be discreet and not make the 


drakes who would prefer dragonesses miserable,» | said, because Hyxy has been complaining 
about that rule endlessly. 


«Well, Driaith has been with Mirinxan a great deal. Half the time when | seek him out of an 
evening, he is with Mirinxan, or he stinks of Mirinxan anyhow.» 


«l can see that this would upset you,» | said. (I’m usually relieved when Nrararn smells of 
Arilash, and usually embarrassed when | smell of anyone but Nrararn even though Nrararn has 
vetted everyone else and is urging me to get all my eggs %-fertilized. But most married couples 
require fidelity. ) 


«Yes! Is he mine, or is he Mirinxan’s?» 
«No, neither,» | said. 
«What? You know of this?» 


«He had his turn with a nyxylith last month, so yes, | talked to him. He is taking this time as ... 
not a mating flight ... but a vacation in Fohhona, where lust-ridden drakes go to enjoy their lust. 
He has not chosen a husband!» | said. 


«l could not endure the shame of having a husband!» 
«But you’re speaking of him as if he is one,» | said. 
«What can | do?» 


Royal Romantic Advice II (64/170) 


«Talk to him, make a sex treaty. Like a war treaty or peace treaty, where you and he agree on 
what you are to do in genital and relationship matters.» 


«But he will ask for — things. For — activities. Undignified ones. Improper ones. Humiliating 
ones!» 


| laughed, scaring the Damman ambassador quite smelly. «Oh, he wants you to take a turn at 
being the dragoness, does he?» 


«...YeS...» 


«Well, if this were a fair treaty, that would be a fair thing to ask for. But it does not need to be 
fair. It simply needs to be agreeable to both of you,» | said. 


«So you’d support my side, that | do not need to dishonor myself in shape with him?» 


Oh, dear. «Vaareng, | have no role in your negotiations. They are between you, and him, and 
Mirinxan | suppose. If two of you decide to marry when you return, | shall be delighted to 
officiate. But | will not be telling you or anyone else who to twine with, nor how.» 


«l don’t wish to be a dragoness and open claspers to drakes!» he wrote. 
«Neither do I,» | admitted. «But that is part of my marriage, and of many others.» 
«... is it that bad?» he scribbled. 


«For me it’s simply a bit boring. Dragonesses who can feel seem to enjoy it immensely. | haven't 
talked much to urning drakes about precisely what they do with each other, but they seem to 
enjoy whatever-it-may-be immensely too.» 


«l simply wish to conduct myself with honor,» he wrote. 


«Honor in the eyes of Hove’s dragons is not quite the same as honor in the eyes of other 
dragons,» | pontificated. «You, and any bachelor who moves here, have several choices. You 
could be celibate. You could marry a drake and enjoy the rights and duties of any married 
couple. Your marriage could be a marriage of lovers, or a marriage of allies who are not lovers. 
You could be an unmarried libertine, enjoying drakes and the occasional libertine dragoness 
instead of civic rights and duties. None of those will be thought of as peculiar or dishonorable on 
Hove. You can also take a while and a few bachelor drakes on that expedition and figure out 
which of those choices suits you best. You don’t need to decide now. You can wait until you 
return to Hove, or even later. Though I’d recommend marrying when you get back, if you’re 
going to at all.» 


«...S0...honor...» 


«Honor offers you four choices,» | said. «lt does not compel any one of them. Rejoice! You have 
more freedom in this matter than any dragoness!» (Deliberately paradoxical, since dragonesses 
ordinarily get to choose their spouse to some extent. Also a bit smelly-false, since Arilash and a 
few others have arrogated unusual choices for themselves. ) 


«l am unused to honor allowing choices,» he said. «| must think more upon this.» 


«Enjoy your philosophizing!» | wrote. | was not terribly confident in the result; Vaareng never 
seemed to me a very powerful thinker. 


Eventually the hhejsShyant was set up to all mages’ satisfaction. Getting to other worlds was 
much easier from Narethy. It was in the middle of the Tson Cluster, rather than a long way off as 
Hove is, so the effort to open the Pentagonal Cyclone was less, and the stress on the 
hhejsShyant similarly less. The mages were more used to it. And a serious mistake could 
destroy the base camp, but at least not melt half of Hove in the process. 


World 39 was a new sort to us. It was small: no more than two hundred miles diameter. It was 
unbounded and hypertoroidal. You could fly in any direction, and, if you fly absolutely straight, 
you would return to the place you started. The world-surface was a Predictable Platelet, like 
Narethy, but it was, in effect, wedged against its own edges: if you imagine World 39 as a 
sphere, the world-surface was a plane through the center. A slightly tilted plane, at about 7°. 


Which left it a strange world indeed. A dozen rivers ran down its surface, swift rivers, pouring 
down the distinctly tilted world-surface. They ran straight, and so they returned to the place that 
they started — pouring downhill all the way. Friction between the river-bed and the water limited 
their speed somewhat, so that the middle of the rivers ran at, oh, a hundred miles an hour or so. 
(We found other worlds where friction was a fiction, and similar rivers ran quite insanely fast.) 


Pouring water produces some heat as it moves. Most of the world-surface was covered with a 
vast sheet of ice, dozens of feet thick. Around each river was a valley in the ice, melted clean by 
the river’s heat. We're not sure, without spending a year observing, if there is some water-cycle 
that keeps the world in this state, or if water evaporated from the rivers freezes onto the ice 
sheet and is slowly emptying the rivers, and the world will end up inert and geologically dead. 


It is, unfortunately, dead in the conventional sense. If anything lives there, Itharieth and Gimuse 
couldn't find it. 


Another Useless World (65//170) 


Another Useless World 


Uq-daq was our biggest disappointment. It could have been a nice useful world if things had 
come out just a tiny bit different. 


The minikin, or rather Itharieth scrying on the minikin, thought everything looked like a good 
place. It obviously had life! Tall frondy plant life, short shrubby plant life, long viney plant life 
growing strings of bright purple berries! Long-necked hexapods browsing on the tender upper 
fronds! Tiny buzzing insects zooming around the shrubs! Long-snouted hexapods stepping 
delicately around and slurping bright purple berries with their long snouts! All to be seen from 
the portal, which the minikin was not sent through, because Gimuse was there and she was 
eager! 


The second scout, Gimuse, was delighted. She danced through the groves and through the tall 
frondy plants. She giggled when a pack of small vicious biting hexapods attempted to smallly 
and viciously bite her, and couldn't. (Being able to move through solid things never grows old, 
though being unable to touch Mr. Norb does.) She hypothesized anatomical details and 
evolutionary connections between the various kinds of hexapods. She described the internals of 
a half-eaten berry to Itharieth and Psajathrion, and the three of them deduced intricacies of its 
life cycle that were beautiful and wonderful and might even have been true. 


Then Nrusco, who had drawn the lucky lot to visit this world first, flew along the cyclone path. He 
bounded eagerly through the cyclone’s door ... 


And he whirled and bounded back, howling with seven parts of fury to one part of pain. The 
atmosphere of Uq-daq is not made of air. It is made of four vapors, one of which is hydrogen, 
and the other three are quite reactive exotic chemicals that only exist in worlds, like Uq-daq, 
have an extra variation on what an atom can be made from. This last feature wouldn’t be too 
terrible by itself — Spendularé has something similar, and one must simply take care not to 
remove treasures from Spendularé that can only exist on Spendularé. But the atmosphere of 
Uq-Daq is quite cold. The seas are liquid methane, and the bones of the animals are made of 
water ice. 


Hence the name Uq-dagq, which, if you add in the right accents and finish out the words, loosely 
means “Let it be penetrated intimately by a freeze-dried sea urchin seasoned with chili 


peppers.” 


The drakes got into a number of fights that night, out of frustration. Not just the drakes: 
Rhosmanthus’s left hindwing needed a great deal of Psajathrion’s labors after Hyxy got through 
with it. 


Gyovanth had opinions as well. “You won't be winning any great approval for this failure, my 
darling wife.” 


Roroku glared at him, just a bit. “Why are you saying that?” 


“How do we tell what a world is made of without visiting? Analysis spells. What is your specialty, 
Roroku? Analysis spells. Where were you when analysis spells were needed? Far away from 
where they were needed!” 


Roroku mewled, “Gyovanth, you know that Jaraswat had set me to analyzing the soil and stone 
of Narethy, looking for subtle poisons.” 


Gyovanth coiled himself on a rock that he had melted to comfortableness weeks ago. “Roroku. 
Jaraswat is a scoundrel, a boastard, a cur-twunk! He seeks to expand his own importance. 
Does he set you to important tasks, like a noble leader? No, he does not! Does he set you to 
useless little things that keep you out of the way, like a skunkserie, a loutishman, a 
twidge-flebber? Yes, he does that! You must defy him, you must defeat him, you must defang 
him!” 


Roroku crouched into a tight knot. “Il cannot do that. He is the chief scientist, he assigns me 
duties.” 


“Roroku!” roared Gyovanth in a rage. “You are a noblewoman of Chiriact. You must act like a 
noblewoman of Chiriact. | will not tolerate this stupid and petty little obedience to him! There is 


just a single dragon whom you must obey and worship on this expedition, and that is me! 
Jaraswat is a cheatist and a skank-deceit! Ignore him! Tultamaan is a spider-speaker and a 
gomowreck! Ignore him! Osoth is a velvet-tongued feeblement! Ignore him! Ignore them all!” 


“What am | to do? Creep into the hangar with the hhejSShyant and cast spells on the minikin 
beside Itharieth?” 


Gyovanth slashed his claws at her unmoving face, missing by inches. (Hence, missing 
intentionally. Even | could hit her if she didn’t move, which she said she didn’t, and an expert 
warrior like Gyovanth would surely not miss.) “You! Must! Not! Creep! | see you creeping and 
skulking around camp, and you become loathy unto me so that my gorge rises and a furious 
sickness plies my limbs. Go forth boldly! When you enter a room, all must know: A great and 
mighty dragoness has come in here! Itharieth must give way before you! Jaraswat and 
Tultamaan and Osoth must give way before you! Be bold and triumphant for the sake of our 
family pride, if not for the sake of your own vermiculent honor!” 


“Gyovanth, | cannot!” cried Roroku. She turned tail and fled. Gyovanth debated whether it was 
worth chasing her and dragging her back to camp, and must have decided that it was not, for he 
let her go. 


More Bad Day For Roroku (66/170) 


She flew around for an hour, and then quite shyly came to Itharieth as he grumbled with 
Psajathrion and Gimuse. “Um ... hallo?” 


“Oh, hallo, Roroku.” 
“Am | intruding, am | bothering you?” 


“We are quite bothered already, by our mistakes on Uq-daq. Half the drakes are blaming us for 
them, and we have been bitten and clawed.” 


“Could | help with the scrying, could | send analysis spells on the minikin?” asked Roroku. 


“That depends,” said Itharieth. “Do you have long-range analysis spells, such as cross between 
worlds?” 


“No, they’re all very nearby.” 
“Then | do not see how you could help,” said Psajathrion. 


“| could go along the cyclone and cast from close. Or the minikin could collect a jar of air to bring 
to me,” said Roroku. 


“The former would put you in a place that many dragons contend for, so | think we could not do 
it politically, by the Snatter’s bladder! The latter ... Well, in this case, sending the minikin through 
the portal would have told us that our sort of life cannot live there. In other cases, knowing that 


the air has no oxygen would be a quite useful thing, or Knowing that it is a third composed of 
carbon monoxide,” said Itharieth. 


“Bringing back samples will delay the first dragon visiting, and that may not be politically 
practicable either,” said Psajathrion. “Impatient lot of lizards we are. You’d think that our 
protracted lifespans would give us patience, but | can go for years without seeing a dragon with 
more patience than a six-year-old small-person child.” 


“So it’s fine with me,” said Itharieth. “Come to the cyclone-head next time we visit a world.” 


* 
eK 


“What are you doing here?” snapped Jaraswat, the next morning, at the cyclone head. 
“I'm waiting to analyze air samples,” said Roroku. 


“What you are actually doing is putting off a very important research project!” hissed Jaraswat, 
lashing his tail on the ground. “Why do you think | sent you to analyze the air and water of 
Narethy? The fruit and grain and animals of Narethy? The food that we are eating of Narethy?” 
He snapped his fangs a foot away from her muzzle. “Do you think | am assigning you 
make-work to keep you away from the cyclone and from new worlds?” 


Roroku whined, ”... no...” 
“Do you think | am playing favorites, and you have somehow incurred my hazzish, as the 
Chwonna Dserra idiom has it for ‘wicked and unjustified displeasure’?” 


Roroku whined, ”... no...” 

“No! Of course not! | am above such things!” roared Jaraswat. “You proved quite well in the 
Khamrou ranges of Hove that you are able to find environmental dangers! | am sending you to 
do that on Narethy! Could subtle infusions of deadly metals kill our flocks? You must find out! 
Could trace solutes poison our small people? You must find out! Could evil fumes corrode our 
records and ruin our supplies? You must find out! You have shown that you can do this thing — 
and this thing you must do!” 


Roroku whined, ”... yes ...” and flew off. 
Jaraswat glared at Itharieth. “And you! Are you chief scientist, or am |?” 
Itharieth shrugged. “You are.” 


“Indeed! | am he who assigns scientific duties! You must not vnorv away at my role! | have a 
wide and massive understanding of the scientific problems that our expedition faces! You see 
only the matters of a biologist!” 


Itharieth shrugged again. “As you wish.” 


“Itharieth! | expect enthusiastic agreement when | give you orders!” 


“| shall be more enthusiastic when | have not been so much bitten and clawed for mistakes of 
the sort that Roroku was offering to prevent,” said Itharieth. 


Jaraswat bit Itharieth on the shoulder, which is not considered particularly rude by dragons, 
given how Itharieth had just defied him. “There! You have now been bitten for the opposite 
reason as well! You are in equilibrium! Return therefore to your duties with absolute vigor and 
vigilance!” 


“My duties are currently, to wait until the minikin arrives,” said Itharieth, healing himself. 


Jaraswat glared at him and hissed dangerously. Itharieth curled up and waited, until the day’s 
minikin died in a Boiling Stone world. Roroku’s analysis would not have helped anyhow, in that 
one. 


Vaareng and Mirinxan 1 (67/170) 


Vaareng and Mirinxan 


[Something like this happened. At least as far as treasure was concerned. The details are 
private. — Jy] 


Outside of Mirinxan’s hangar was a small hillock covered with mintish bushes. Vaareng lurked 
there, waiting for Mirinxan to emerge. 


“Oh, good morning, Vaareng.” 
“And a pleasant and decisive morning to you, Mirinxan.” 
Decisive’? An interesting turn of phrase. Why do you say ‘decisive’, Vaareng?” 


“Because this morning you will make a decision, Mirinxan.” 


“Predicting the future clearly is beyond draconic power, Vaareng. Nonetheless | feel that you 
may well be correct. Indeed, a decision is bubbling up within me even as we converse.” 


“Mirinxan! | put it to you that you have been borrowing my lover!” Vaareng had no good term for 
Driaith. 


“| suppose one could misinterpret the situation that way, Vaareng,” said Mirinxan. 


“How do you mean ‘misinterpret’? Driaith is mine. You have been seen with him, engaging in 
behaviors which are traditionally precursors to romantic activities. The situation is wholly clear.” 


Mirinxan curled his tailtip. “Less wholly clear than you seem to be aware of! Your second point, 
about behaviors, is correct. Indeed, we have frequently engaged in other behaviors, which are 
traditionally considered romantic activities. Or, in those cases where romance is inappropriate or 
unnecessary, simply quite fun.” 


“Ah! This clarifies the situation. You must stop these activities and behaviors immediately. 
Indeed, it would be entirely appropriate if you paid me tribute as an apology for what must surely 
be an unwitting and accidental trespass upon me,” said Vaareng. (For the benefit of small 
people who might be under the misapprehension that Vaareng is whoring Driaith out here: he is 
not. He is taking the situation as equivalent to a trespass on territory, and asking for a similar 
apology in lieu of, presumably, a devastating battle.) 


“An interesting concept! | absolutely uphold this as a principle which dragons must obey! What 
would you say was the proper tribute for a single act of trespass, Vaareng? And is there a bulk 
discount, as it were, or should each trespass be tributed individually?” 


Vaareng saw weakness, and the chance to loot another’s hoard at no personal risk. “A single 
sapphire, one of the beautiful sapphires of Mhel, or the equivalent in value, would be a wholly 
adequate tribute. And there shall be no bulk discount: this is a matter of honor, not a commercial 
transaction.” 


“Not a small tribute, but evidently this is more than a token matter, Vaareng.” 
“It is a matter of grave importance, Mirinxan, and as such the treasure must be sufficient!” 


“Then please be so good as to enumerate the occasions for which | must pay you tribute, good 
Vaareng, and we shall exercise the principles which you have set forth, in their full glory. And, as 
supporting evidence, the date and circumstances upon which Driaith became your lover.” 


Vaareng provided four occasions of improper behavior of Mirinxan, and, with a large helping of 
ashamed nervousness, a synopsis of his involvement with Driaith. 


“H’m. Let me see if | understand the basic principle involved here, Vaareng, for | may be a little 
bit slow and a little bit stupid now and then, and these things are best spelled out in details. You 
say that Driaith became your lover upon a particular date, by means of the initiation of intimate 
activities, which occurred upon that date and had not occurred earlier?” 


“That is the essence of the matter, Mirinxan. Do not attempt to humiliate me with the details, for 
you, yourself, are involved in similar details.” 


“| intend no humiliation, good Vaareng. At least, not concerning drakes who fornicate with other 
drakes. | have long since become innured to the concept, since that is, after all, our best choice. 
| simply wish to be entirely solid about the principles involved in our current transaction. And, 
after Driaith and you were intimate for the first time, all intimacies which | have procured from 
him are offenses against you and are worthy of tribute?” 


“Precisely. You have stated the matter most clearly, Mirinxan. You have only to present me with 
suitable treasures and leave off from Driaith, and the issue will be fully resolved.” 


“| should be glad to do so ... but ... a single problem remains, Vaareng.” 

“What sort of a problem is this, Mirinxan? A problem of procrastination, perhaps?” 
Vaareng and Mirinxan 2 (68/170) 

“A problem of calendary, Vaareng.” 

“Calendary, Mirinxan?” 


“Calendary, Vaareng. The art of arranging dates into sequences, such as weeks and months 
and years, such that one date unambiguously precedes another.” 


“Ah! You are being a bit obscure, Mirinxan, and one might suspect you of temporizing or even 
evading. Are you saying that some the events | cite did not occur in the order | cited them?” 


“Far from it, good Vaareng! You have been quite precise about both the events and the general 
principles, and | wholly agree with both! But ...” 


“But what, Mirinxan? This sequence of hesitations and evasions is becoming tiresome, and, 
when | am tired, | am liable to bite.” 


“But the sequence of events you list does not include a// relevant events, Vaareng. What if you 
discover that, rather than four tributable incidents, Driaith and | had engaged in five, or six?” 


“Then you should pay tribute for five, or six, rather than four, Mirinxan. The fundamentals of 
arithmetic are emphatic on this point.” 


“Arithmetic is mighty indeed, Vaareng. With arithmetic and calendary, we can be quite clear on 
precisely what is owed ...” 


“Yes, Mirinxan, we can.” 
”... and to whom.” 
“You owe me, Mirinxan. This is clear and straightforward.” 


“But in fact calendary may provide a different viewpoint on the matter, good Vaareng. For Driaith 
and | became lovers some seven years ago, and, if | do not mistake certain conversations, are 
discussing marriage.” 


ase ONT aes 


“So, by the principles you have so lucidly elucidated, he is mine, and you owe me tribute equal 
to one fine sapphire of Mhel for each of your trespasses upon me. You look distressed, 
Vaareng.” 


“lam indeed distressed, Mirinxan.” 


“Why are you distressed, Vaareng? Calendary and arithmetic provide clear facts, and your own 
miniature law code provides clear explanations of what to do. You shall give me six fine 
sapphires of Mhel, or the equivalent, and leave off Driaith, and all shall be well.” 


”... Driaith omitted to mention certain crucial facts to me, Mirinxan.” 
“This is not unusual for Driaith, good Vaareng. But calendary! And arithmetic! And principles!” 


“| reject these principles, Mirinxan! Rather, Driaith, not |, is the perpetrator in this matter! He, not 
I, owes you sapphires!” 


“But they are your principles, Vaareng, and quite clearly explained, too. You cannot honorably 
reject them.” 


“Allow me to propose alternate principles, Vaareng, and see if you prefer them. Driaith is a very 
generous beast, and shares his body rather broadly. This is not my favorite one of his features, 
but it has proved difficult for me to rein in. Perhaps you will have better luck ... in any case, in 
this principle, nothing is owed for Driaith’s activities. One cannot forever be chasing down and 
shaking down his lovers, after all. That would be a full-time job, and a job with an exceedingly 
shameful name after all.” 


“| believe | approve of this principle, Mirinxan. | am less clear of what dragon’s behavior | 
approve of.” 


“And, let us say, a single fine sapphire of Mhel should suffice for the private lesson, Vaareng.” 


“| do not recall agreeing to these terms for lessons, Mirinxan. The rate seems exorbitantly high 
for tuition.” 


“Ah! And, perhaps more importantly, for the privacy of the private lesson, good Vaareng.” 


”... |see. Here is your sapphire, Mirinxan. Let us speak no more of this, not to each other, and 
very much certainly not to anyone else. And | suppose that Driaith will continue to admire both 
of us?” 


“| suppose that Driaith will continue to behave as Driaith behaves, and neither of us have much 
say in the matter.” 


“Good day, Mirinxan.” 


“Good day, good Vaareng, and | thank you for a most educational beginning thereto.” 


Vengeance Upon the First Worlds (69/170) 


Vengeance Upon the First Worlds 


Cussa, which is world 119 if you have been counting (and how have you been counting? | 
haven't mentioned every world or anything close), looked remarkably plausible. It was a 
Predictable Platelet, but at least a huge one, with as much land area as Hove and far more than 
Mhel or any other Basic Ball. Its tilt was a tolerable 2°, so you could imagine building a tower 
and having it look almost perpendicular to the landscaping. No sun, and nearly no radient light, 
but zebraic and warm. We never quite figured out all of its energy systems or ecologies. We got 
distracted by the inhabitants. 


The cush are low-slung six-legged mammalian small people, shaped rather like walking 
cupcakes. They are very well-provided with ears: one fixed ear between each pair of legs, and 
three mobile ears and chirpers on short tentacle things sprouting from the middle of their top. 
They have three tentacley hands too, and with these hands they have built a plausible enough 
early Iron Age civilization. 


And Cussa permits localistic magic, as well as the astral magic that pervades the whole Tson 
Cluster and lets us get there. 


As so often happens on worlds who do not have the benefit of draconic governance(‘*), a great 
tyrant wizard had arisen. In an ordinary world we would call her the Dark Lord. Light was not 
one of Cussa’s strong points; the cush had not even realized that such a thing as light might 
exist. (But oh! The acuity of their hearing!) So we will call her the Quiet Lord, and we will try to 
remember that this term is every bit as fearsome to the cush as the term Dark Lord to sighted 
peoples. 


(*) | am not being ironic here, or not quite. The benefit of draconic governance is 
that we keep native tyrants away. While we can be quite horrible, vicious, 
murderous, and greedy, as our less happy subjects have good reason to think, we 
consider ourselves bound by certain customs which keep our worst natures within 
limits. Native tyrants don’t, and frequently wind up far worse than we are willing to 
be. Of course we quite happily conquer worlds that don’t have native tyrants 
anywhere to be seen, and even the Upliftiest of us shouldn’t pretend that we are 
conquering them for anyone’s benefit but our own. 


Let us consider the draconic visitation from the point of view of various of the cush. Various 
caveats apply: | don’t know the native names for much of anything (| did not bother inventing 
poetic or inspired names, they’re small people and didn’t last very long), nor the details of the 
quests, nor much of anything really. 


The Fellowship of the Note (70/170 


The Fellowship of the Note 


The heroes of the Fellowship of the Note pressed on through the Sharp Complexities, weaving 
their way through the massive growths of land-coral, beautiful in B b . Spider-rabbits scampered 
here and there, just barely getting out of the single file of the Fellowship, just as if it were an 
ordinary and peaceful day, and the world wasn't in imminent danger of being flooded by the 
Quiet Lord’s undead monsters. Herothree, wielder of the Minty Bow, wondered if it would be 
disrespectful to use that mystic artifact of Noise to bring down a Sspider-rabbit for lunch. He 
sighed. Herone, at the head of the single file as always, pointed a chirper at him, and signaled 
urgency and danger with one sharp wordless ping. Herothree sighed, and pressed on. He at 
least could admire the echoes off of Hertwo’s delightful posterior immediately in front of him, and 
imagine, against all hope, that she might someday press that posterior against him.(f&) Behind 
him, Herofour made some intricate poem about land-coral and acting moral. 


(f@) We presume, on general principles, that at least one of the Fellowship was 
adolescent, and that another of the Fellowship was physically appealing to that one. 


Herone stopped suddenly, and gathered the Fellowship together to whisper, “A strange thing 
has come upon the wind. The whispering of the corals has taken an ominous note. | do not hear 
this thing myself yet, but soon we will. 


Wise Herowiz, that old wizard who had guided them so far, stroked his fur with a tentacle. He 
may have gone straggly and split-end-echoy with age, and a battle with the Softrog may have 
taken two of his chirpers, but no cush could match his understanding of the mystic arts. “A 
strange spell comes from above, echoing around us. Its details are foreign to me, but it is 
seeking — seeking.” 


Herofive moaned, “Oh, the Quiet Lord! She will stop at nothing to keep us from assembling the 
five Armaments of the Note, which have been prophecied to destroy her forever!’(<>) 


(<>) The number 5 is conjectural, though it’s definitely at least 4, since they had 
three and were en queste for the next one. There’s usually a prophecy involved in 
this sort of situation as well. We may also note that the Quiet Lord was behaving 
entirely predictably and even rationally in attempting to stop the Fellowship before 
they destroyed her forever. 


Hertwo, who had the best fixed-ears in the Fellowship, waved two tentacles at Herofive to shut 
him up. She held the Mintwall Shield to her head, as a sound-mirror. “I hear them. Two of them, 
high in the sky. They fly with a complicated double beat, as though they have two pairs of wings. 
They are huge and terrible, and fly the way that lava rivers pour. Herothree, raise the Minty Bow, 
and send its arrows aloft as soon as you can locate your target! Herone, unlimber the C# Spear! 
We shall soon have need of its might!” 


Herothree frowned to himself at her lack of confidence in him. Was he not as much a member of 
the far-scatter clan Hero as she and Herone? Was his mystic weapon not one of the five 
legendary weapons? True, he was a callow youth, but he would show her! 


And in due time, the whole Fellowship could hear the intruders, as alien and terrifying as Hertwo 
had said. He raised the Minty Bow and pulled its string to his side, enjoying the eloquent herbal 
scent of its power. An arrow of stringent energy appeared when the bow was drawn, as it 
always did, and he took aim at the nearer of the flying things, and fired. 


The Minty Bow’s arrow flew true, and struck the monster squarely in the chest. 


The monster roared, a complicated tune of fury and pain. Its companion answered it in a brutal 
wordless challenge for the Fellowship. 


(In the sky, Vaareng exclaimed, “Why, one of the annoying little people has shot an energy bolt 
through my Small Wall and stung into my chest-scales!” and healed himself. Evrath answered 
him, “I told you, you should have gotten Driaith to give you the Hoplonton. Vaareng said, “I can’t 
impress Driaith with my hoard-gathering if he has helped me, now, can |?” Evrath snorted. “That 
has never bothered Charimaan and me, never.”) 


“Oh, well done, Herothree! You struck it amidships!” cried Hertwo. “Now again! Cripple its wings 
and tumble it out of the sky!” 


Herothree resonated a major chord from the praise, and fired again. The flying monster was 
alert this time, and dodged away from the speeding minty bolt. The two of them roared in vicious 
vile monstrous rage, and beat their four wings harder, descending from the sky towards the 
heroes. 


(“I say! They are a persistent lot!” said Evrath. “They are trying to harm us,” said Vaareng. “By 
ancient draconic law, we are obliged to slay them or defeat them utterly.” Evrath chuckled. “That 
is fortunate, as they have several mystic devices which would make excellent additions to our 
hoards. Let us fly low and fulfill our obligations! But gentle on the fire and lightning. Destroying 
the treasure would be a shame. Do tilt your Small Wall against those arrows, though.”) 


Herothree fired a veritable storm of arrows at them, but they dodged many, and the few that hit 
them seemed to hurt no more than normal arrows would hurt an elaraffe or some other massive 
land beast of the southern tilt-plains. He winced inwardly, certain that his chances with Hertwo 
were evaporating. 


Herowiz drew forth a carved box of mystic streeble-wood, and from it an ancient flint talisman. 
“In the names of Deityone and Deitytwo, | command the winds to blow in a storm and sweep 
away the flying monsters!” The winds gathered and grew — and then Herowiz yelped. “They 
have broken my mighty incantation, even as a grimblehash shell is broken when an elaraffe 
steps upon it!” 


(Vaareng had swatted the spell with his v6 and broken it. Even as chatty dragons as those two 
did not find the matter worth remarking upon.) 


The heroes scrambled to a tight place where the land-coral grew high and thick and close, to 
get a bit of extra defense from the monsters. Herothree wedged himself just in front of Hertwo, 
the sharp edges of the plants opening a few tiny cuts in his flank. “Oh, you’re hurt! Careful, 
Herothree!” she said. 


Herone, holding the C# Spear, stood in front of the opening when the monsters came. He 
sounded tiny against their huge bulks, but his voice was solid and steady. “Servants of the Quiet 
Lord, you cannot hope to prevail against a hero armed with the C# Spear!” 
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The larger beast swatted at him with a massive forepaw, all aclatter with huge sharp claws. 
Herone dodged and stabbed, piercing the paw entirely through. The glissando-covered powers 
of the spear started wrecking flesh and bone. The beast roared and retreated, its tremendous 
mass and strength ripping the C# Spear out of Herone’s hands altogether. 


The other beast, farther away, reared its head back and opened its mouth. A tremendous, 
all-blinding noise exploded forth, and waves of hot wind ravaged the fur and ears of the 
Fellowship. The echoes of the blast illuminated land-corals a mile away. And closer, they 
revealed a terrible scene. Herone as dead and destroyed, his body ruined with wounds with the 
ugly sonic echo-texture of soft flesh and still-pumping blood. 


(Evrath killed Herone with a lightning breath in the usual way.) 


The larger beast pulled the C# Spear out of its paw and worked some wicked magic.({) Its 
wound closed and was gone. Herone had died, the Spear lost — and all for nothing! 


({]) The Rose Rescaler. Not actually wicked. 


Hertwo said in icy, determined tones, “The Minty Bow and the C# Spear have both failed. It is up 
to the Mintwall Shield to save us now.” She held that artifact up in two tentacles, and a great 
dome of pure-echo-smooth metal came into being around the remainder of the Fellowship. Not 
an instant too soon! The larger monster was charging at them! 


It slammed its huge flank against the wall. The wall rang like a bell, its pure tone somehow 
smelling of mint, but it held. 


“We are safe, for now. Herowiz, in your library of an ancient mind is there a banishing spell for 
such as these?” said Hertwo. 


“There may be. | shall think on it.” 


The monsters scratched on the wall, but again failed to penetrate it. The wall whined. The 
monsters roared. 


(Outside, the two dragons scratched the sudden metal wall, and put their strength against it, to 
no avail. “We could probably melt it, but that would ruin everything inside,” complained Evrath. 
“Oh, nonsense,” said Vaareng with a smirk. “We don’t need to cover them with molten metal to 
kill them. We could just roast them inside that beautiful minty steel oven they have made for 
themselves.” ) 


Strange noises came from outside, as of the flames that rush forth when the door of an overfull 
furnace is opened. The wall became warm, then hot. The air within lost the morning’s chill, and 
then became stifling. The Fellowship’s fur crackled with the heat, and the eddies off the wall 
grew blinding. “Think fast, old man. We may not have much time,” said Herofour. 


They didn't. 


Loot! (72/170) 


Evrath and Vaareng came back to Base Camp. Dragons clustered around them. “Behold, 
behold! We bear treasure worth bearing!” hooted Vaareng. He held forth the C# Spear, which 
was his by right of getting stabbed with it. 


“Oh, that’s a wonderfully beautiful magic spear!” said all the dragons. “Except that it’s odd and 
blotchy of color.” 


“Well, the cush can’t see color, so they didn’t paint it or anything,” said Evrath. “But it’s quite 
powerful. Don’t get stabbed by it!” 


Xilobrax %-spread his ears. “A caution there. While the spear is indeed beautiful and brilliantly 
powerful, it is localistic magic. It will not work as well off of Cussa as it does on it. | suspect that 
you will get two stabs with it, perhaps three, and then it will be merely a normal spear with an 
odd blotchy color.” 


“| won't demonstrate it then!” cried Vaareng. “Still, is it not a most delightful item of loot? And 
would it not be worth admiration and comment were it to be mounted over a hearth in a parlor of 
a castle? A castle that | would be glad to share with an enspoused ... dragon!” He stared 
intently at Driaith as he said that, but could not quite bring himself to say “drake”. 


Driaith grinned. “I hereby praise the magnitude and might of Vaareng’s spear! It pierces, it 
penetrates, it works therein a greatness! | am enthralled! | grovel, | salivate, | worship Vaareng’s 
most puissant and potent spear!” Mirinxan swatted Driaith with his tail. Vaareng flattened his 
ears and kneaded the soil of Narethy with his claws, in mixed pride and embarrassment. 


The Mintwall Shield had also gone to Vaareng. He showed it off to considerable admiration, for it 
was quite strong indeed. But he abruptly hid it when Mirinxan whispered, “He needs it! He will 
agree to become a dragoness, but then protect his claspers with this mighty artifact!” 


The Minty Bow had gone to Evrath. It was duly admired, its powers considered, and the 
bas-relief image of darts and flashes on the front was discussed. “And yes, let us hang it in the 
parlor!” cried Charimaan. “Let all dragons know that my husband is a drake worthy of all 
draconic traditions, and not to be trifled with!” 


Herowiz’s collection of artifacts and devices had gone to Evrath, since Vaareng had two of the 
great ones. None were particularly mighty, and | do not know what became of them, since 
nobody felt they were worth mentioning to me. 


“And how did you find the natives?” asked Charimaan. 


“Hostile, easily defeated but not so easily that it’s boring, and delicious roasted,” said Evrath. 
Husband and husband giggled, and entwined their tails and headed to their hanger. 


The Battle of Theredor (73/17 


The Battle of Theredor 


“Let’s go and see what we (we!) can find on Cussa!” cried Hyxy. 


“Let us, indeed, my love!” said Ngassith. Afterwards, he explained that, when a world is beset by 
a Dark Lord, even called a Quiet Lord, there are frequently huge armies of fairly evil and 
unpleasant small people. Since we had just acquired most of the artifacts of Light, or Noise, we 
had put one heavy paw on the balance of power. He wanted to put a paw on the other side too. 
Quiet Lords are not terribly pleasing people to have ruling a world. 


He was a bit late. 


The Quiet Lord did indeed have a huge army of fairly evil and unpleasant small people. A few of 
them were alive. A few of them were partially alive: cush warriors who had lost a few limbs, and 
had them replaced by animated zombie limbs. Most of them were simply dead, but whipped into 
frenzies of activity by spells rather like Osoth’s. 


This army was besieging a walled city, which we dubbed Theredor because we never quite got 
around to finding out the real name. The city had five walls in concentric blobby rings: not 
designed as successively tougher bulwarks, as one might expect if it had been built all at once, 
but as the city grew in size and wealth, it built up larger and taller walls. 


Unfortunately, there were a great many more dead people on Cussa than there were living 
people. And the Quiet Lord’s nimble zombies were more careless of their bodies than the living. 
They climbed the outer wall by, evidently, slicing the flesh off their toes, and ramming the 
exposed bones into holes and cracks that fleshy living toes would not fit into. They carried 
two-ended iron chisels in their tentacles, and used them to hammer new holes, or to hold on old 
ones, as appropriate. They had taken the outermost wall, and, when Hyxy and Ngassith got 
there, were shoving and chiseling the last of the living Theredorian defenders off. 


“If there’s anything more disgusting than a living small person, it’s an animated small person 
pretending to be living,” said Hyxy. 


“O my wife, | shall not disagree with your aesthetics,” said Ngassith. “Shall we clear them off the 
wall, starting from the back, you going clockwise and me counterclockwise, and meet at the big 
central gate?” 


“O my husband, let us race! | bet you a specific one-dragon-pleasuring sexual act to be 
performed on the one who clears to the gate first!” 


“The challenge is given, the challenge is accepted!” cried Ngassith. He flew above the 
counterclock half of the city’s walls, and his flames fell upon the Quiet Lord’s conjurelings. 
(Fire-breathing on zombies does not always work, | should add. You can breathe intensely 
enough to cremate them, but that requires a tight breath, and is not excellent against a zombie 
horde. If you merely scorch them with a wide and broad breath, even one that would kill small 
people by the score, they are likely not to care particularly. So you must use at least a breath of 
some duration and intensity, so that you outright cook them. Cooked flesh can be animated by 
the same spells as raw. But cooking coagulates the muscles and weakens the tendons. So 
cooked zombies are stuck in a perpetual spastic paralysis, and their limbs are particularly liable 
to fall off. Wave a well-roasted chicken around and you will see.) 


“And soon you must pleasure me, my husband!” cried Hyxy. Her cold breath is not particularly 
useful against zombies: it freezes them solid, but they are nearly as good as new when they 
thaw. Her breath of corrosion, though, is utterly devastating. Live creatures have a modicum of 
resistance to it. Dead ones have none. 


And when Ngassith had burned his way to the front gate of Theredor, Hyxy was waiting for him, 
smirking. And amusing herself by breathing huge splashes of death and/or re-death, both into 
the armies besieging Theredor, and into the living defenders of Theredor itself. “Hallo, my 
husband! | claim my pleasure and my prize!” 


“Right here? On the battlefield, where, if | am not mistaken, you have just declared that we are 
the enemies of both sides?” asked Ngassith. 


“What care | (/) for the emnity of small people? If they take offense, | shall render them more 
attractive and more mannerly!” 


So Ngassith jubilated Hyxy, perched on the front gate of Theredor, as she demanded. Outside 
the gate, the sharp-toed zombie cush wound their catapults. Within the gates, the confused and 
despairing living cush recharged their spell-rods and counted their arrows. Hyxy was about to 
achieve her pleasure(?) when a heavy stone crushed Ngassith’s right hindwing, and completely 
distracted his attention. 


(?) Whatever that is like. 


Hyxy hissed with frustration and anger. “O my husband! Go within the walls for a bit of privacy 
while you heal yourself. | shall cause these small zombies to cease to pester us!” 


So Ngassith took shelter in the walls of Theredor. The mighty guardscush of Theredor 
surrounded him, staves and bows at the ready. He lashed at them with his hukuché, that astral 
body whose touch few can endure. They screamed and fled, or fainted. Except for a few, who 
were either far enough for his hukuché not to reach them, or who were tough enough to endure 
it. Those few realized that Ngassith had performed an assault upon their countrycush, but did 
not realize that he had done so to drive them off without lasting harm. They attacked Ngassith 
with magic and weapons and bravery and strength. 


Ngassith is often a gentle dragon. Hyxy is the vicious one in the family. But he is gentle because 
he is exceedingly strong: alone of the Hoven Royal Exploring Company, he was first drake in his 
mating flight, and he has hardened himself with constant practice and battle since then. (Mostly 
with Hyxy, who is just as strong and skilled as Ngassith and much faster.) 


Ngassith was not in a particularly good mood. His lovemaking had been interrupted, and his 
wing was broken. He answered the attack on him with fire. 


The outer ring of Theredor, houses and tenements and battlements and cush and all, burned for 
several days. 


Hyxy popped her head over the burning wall. “Is everything OK in there? | smelled smoke!” 


Ngassith smiled at her, in the midst of the blazing city. “A bit of awkwardness, but nothing to 
speak of. | am just healing my wing. It will be fine soon enough!” 


“Rightie-O!” chirped Hyxy, and resumed her massive destruction outside. 


By the time the couple had finished their excursion, the undead hordes of the Quiet Lord were 
cinders and puddles, or at least too cooked to be useful. The stronghold of Noise, the greatest 
free city on Cussa, was in no better shape. 


Ngassith was pleased about one thing though. The forces of Quiet and Noise had decided, 
correctly, that astral dragons were a worse enemy than each other, and concluded a quick 
peace treaty and alliance against us. 


Battle of the Necromancers (74/170) 


Battle of the Necromancers 


Tultamaan stuck his head into Osoth’s hanger, interrupting another round of ghost-conjuration. 
“Osoth! We no longer operate in Perfect Safety! There are Gaps between the Scales of our 
Defenses, and we are slightly Emperilling all of Reality, in particular Ourselves!” 


“Why, Tultamaan, you sound alarmed. What is this slight peril, and how slight is it?” said Osoth, 
reluctantly setting his spellwork down and whacking it with his vd to destroy it. 


“My Primary Occupation in this grand and noble company is to be Alarmed, or to Sound 

alarmed at any case. At the moment the alarm is not utterly implausible. The Quiet Lord of 
Cussa has managed to insinuate a Hole or Aperture in the first barrier in our cyclone to that 
world, and has flooded the first segment of the passageway with undead cush. If she learns how 
to treat the remaining barriers similarly, we will be flooded with undead cush. | hardly need to tell 
you that a pitched battle with a world’s worth of Zombies could damage our hangers, slaughter 
our herds, ruin our research, and demolish the small handful of Hoard-Sparks that we have 
managed to acquire thus far.” He did not mention the possibility of injury to dragons; little 
likelihood of that. 


“Well, then. | suppose | shall have to go and see how good a necromancer this Quiet Lord of 
Cussa may be,” said Osoth. He brought Lovrain as a magicologist, and Vaareng and Hyxy and 
Ngassith and Evrath as warriors, but none of them got to do very much. Clearing the first two 
dragon-lengths of the passageway of the battalion of zombie cush that had gotten into it is not 
very much. 


The Quiet Lord did not live up to the most literal interpretation of her name. She had caused a 
massive metronome to be assembled next to the cyclone in Cussa, so that its basso-profundo 
ticking could make the whole situation audible to her. She had set up a conjuring-tower on the 
Hill of Ferns, a quarter-mile away from the portal and the highest point around. The area 
swarmed with zombies and ghosts. 


Osoth and his guards flew through the portal, and Osoth roared a challenge in the tongue of 
Cussa. “Quiet Lord! In your arrogance you deem yourself a skilled necromancer! Let us contend 
in this place, your powers and your armies and your might against mine, and let us see what 
becomes of your arrogance!” He landed on a second hill, which historians (viz. Yarenton) have 
dubbed the Hill of Beans. 


The Quiet Lord raised her staff, which seemed to be woven of stretched and petrified cush 
babies. Her legions of zombies started marching towards the Hill of Beans and the dragons. 
Osoth’s guards crouched, as if to leap into the air and attack them, but Osoth bade them hold. 
He spoke seven words in an impossible and non-linguistic tongue, which fell like a rain of 
mercury upon the zombies, who turned about and started marching towards the Hill of Ferns 
and the Quiet Lord. 


The Quiet Lord emitted an intricate disharmony, and held forth her staff. The zombies shook 
themselves like wet dogs. Osoth’s mercury words spattered off, and ran down the hillside. Again 
the zombies marched for the Hill of Beans. 


Osoth reared on his hindlegs, and pronounced a Name. The Quiet Lord’s disharmony folded 
upon itself, becoming a tedious little harmony that provided no shelter. His mercury words again 
ruled the horde. 


The Quiet Lord wrote the Name down in twining curliques on a rock for later reference, and then 
swung the tip of her staff in a particular diagram, whose points and vertices cause immediate 
and intense pain to all geometers. She had abandoned the zombies for the moment. From her 
diagram emerged a huge ghostly contraption, a monster of fifteen heads and towering stature 
even by the standards of dragons, built from the spirits of thousands of wailing cush. 


Osoth performed the Dismissative Gesture of Qho-Vheng, and the monster cowered before him. 


The Quiet Lord spoke the Name that Osoth had used before, which she had presumably just 
learned. The Dismissative Gesture became as a cloud of ghost-moths, and flew away. Lovrian 
murmured, impressed at the Quiet Lord’s skill. 


Osoth shrugged. “It seems you are the better necromancer, after all.” He leapt from the top of 
the Hill of Beans and flew towards her. The contraption attempted to snare him in its tentacles. 
He swatted it with his v6, and broke the spells that held it together. Its ghosts fled back to the 
underworld, wailing thanks. 


The Quiet Lord raised her staff again, and sang the final notes of a spell that must have taken 
her a week to cast, but only an instant to finish. A zombie mastodon broke from the ground, with 
plates of metal and heavy spikes embedded in its thick skin. It plucked a boulder from the 
ground with its trunk, and hurled it Osoth. Osoth being Osoth, and therefore clumsy, suffered a 
bruise to the chest. 


But the mastodon was on the ground, and Osoth was in the air. Osoth tried to speed around it to 
get at the Quiet Lord. Osoth being Osoth, and therefore slow, and the mastodon having to take 
only three steps to protect the Quiet Lord from any side, he failed again. The Quiet Lord 
conjured a murder of undead crows, and sent them aloft to plague the poor dragon. 


Osoth was having none of it. He breathed a tight jet of flame at the Quiet Lord. (Ordinarily he 
breathes graveyard dust, a very eccentric breath weapon that only necromancers use. But 
before he discovered necromancy he studied fire breath like a perfectly reasonable dragonet.) 
She had no defenses against such things. Her tentacle was burned entirely through, and her 
staff went tumbling down the Hillside of Ferns. Her conjurations quaked with a spasm, as if in 
pain.(°<) 


(ec) And here | am, being envious that a bunch of stupid zombies get to feel pain 
and | don’t. |am such a petty, whiny lizard. | probably wouldn’t even like it if | could 
feel it. 


Osoth, like any sensible greedy dragon, dived and snagged the staff on the fourth bounce. He 
swung it in a commanding arc. The mastodon raised a leg to crush the Quiet Lord. 


The Quiet Lord, despite the trauma of her burns and the loss of her mighty staff, whispered a 
troubling tune. The mastodon charged down the hill at Osoth. Osoth tried to divert it with staff 
and spells, but it was implacable. Only his wings and five dozen feet of altitude saved him from 
what would have been an embarrassing and painful tusking. 


Osoth nodded. “You are, indeed, a better necromancer than | am.” 


The Quiet Lord said, “And you are mighty, though slapdash and slipshod. Join me. | shall take 
you as an apprentice. You have much to learn.” 


“lam quite sorry to decline; my current position is in all ways satisfactory,” said Osoth. “Though 
your offer does carry considerable interest, and under different circumstances | should have 
been glad to take it.” 


He then burned her to ashes, and thumped on the ashes with his v6 to pulverize all the various 
spells that would have brought her back from the dead in this or that intriguing form. 


“Well, that was not one bit satisfactory,” said Osoth when he was done, and when Lovrian had 
confirmed that all the spells were extinguished. “Should we bring some zombie cush back to 
Narethy, do you think?” 


Aftermath (75/170) 


The Aftermath 


Tultamaan stood on a hillock in Base Camp, and most of the dragons and small people stood or 
sprawled around to listen to him. 


“We have had some Excellent Fortune in finding Cussa. It is precisely the sort of world that we 
are Looking for, or, in the Cussite idiom, Listening for. It is Populous. It is not overly Dangerous. 
It is Wealthy. It holds many Very Delightful Magic Items. The natives are Tasty. If | may be 
permitted an Uncharacteristically Brief Phrase, it is Just What We Wanted. 


“Which makes it a particularly Unfortunate Matter that we have chosen to Ruin it. 


“Allow me to repeat the Desired Result of this Expedition. | do not refer to the Gratification of 
Urning Bodily Desires, which | am given to understand is a Desired Result of Many of You. | 
refer to the Desired Result of the Exploring Company as a Whole. 


“We are trying to find worlds which would be good for Other Parties of Dragons to Conquer and 
Colonize. 


“Perhaps certain of you were under the impression that we are an Other Party of Dragons. 
Surprisingly, even oddly, we are Not. We are the Same Party of Dragons. We are scouts, we are 
explorers, we are researchers, we are preliminarians! 


“This does not mean that we are Cowardly. | am, and | suspect Roroku may be as well, but the 
rest of you are Not. We are risking considerably more Danger and Other Excitement than the 
Other Party of Dragons who go to conquer Cussa, or worlds like Cussa if we happen to Stumble 
Upon Any. 


“But the Thing that is the most Valuable to Us is a Pristine and Eminently Colonizable World. 


“Cussa was, before we came here, quite Delightfully Pristine. They had no idea what a dragon 
was, much less what we could do or how to deal with us. 


“Now, it is Considerably Less Pristine. The natives know that their Own Sorceries are able to 
contend with ours on an even basis. They know about our Preferred Tactics, our Favorite 
Weaponry, and our Particular Interests. Perhaps they will be able to Mount an Effective Defense 
next time. Surely they are Preparing One Right Now.” 


Tultamaan paused to scowl at everyone, more intently than usual. “Not to put too fine a point on 
it, we have Ruined this World for the purposes of the expedition. We will get very little by way of 
Glory or Profit from revealing it. 


“It is worth no more to us than an another Dull Glow or Dark Victory.” 


“In the next useful world, we must take a Far More Circumspect Attitude. We must Explore. We 
are, if | may remind you, the Hoven Royal Exploring Company. We must not Exploit. We are not, 
if | may remind you, the Hoven Royal Exploiting Company. We must be secret, we must be sly, 
we must be scientific! We must not be greedy now; we must know that our greed will be 
appeased twelvefold upon Publication and Colonization.” 


He sat down, which is always a troublesome matter for him. Osoth climbed to the top of the 
hillock for a few last words. 


“As wise Tultamaan has said, we have lost a delicious opportunity in Cussa, for reasons that are 
entirely our own fault. Next time, we shall be far more circumspect and insidious! However, the 
world is not entirely useless to us. We shall use it as a pavilion of exercise. Let whoever wishes 
to ravage and destroy and loot, go to Cussa to ravage and destroy and loot! Get such urges out 
of your psyche; calm them down; render them satiated and sluggish.” He grinned, and held up 
the Staff of the Quiet Lord. “And beware! The natives are not entirely helpless.” 


Four days later, a dozen cities of Cussa were aflame, their jewelry stores and treasuries 
emptied, their populations reduced by half or more. However ruined for colonization the world 
was before, it was twelve times as ruined now. The more bloodthirsty dragons, Hyxy and 
Vaareng and their ilk, were satiated. Every dragon who wanted an increment to the hoard had at 
least a nice pile of jewelry and gemstones and intricate art. (Ugly stuff — | saw a lot of it — but it 
is meant to be seen by echoes of sound, not by sight.) 


Realpolitik of Dragons (76/170) 


Itharieth tried to get me to intervene. «This is mass murder! This is war, undeclared and 
unprovoked! This is pure slaughter for the sake of slaughter, by the Fyfrate’s pirate!» 


«Yes, it is, Itharieth,» | wrote. «l rather wish your company-members were not doing it.» 
«You are the sponsor! You can order it to cease!» 


«l already spoke with Osoth and Tultamaan. We could not reasonably have prevented it: we 
have two dozen aggressive, unhappy, and bored drakes. Plus one Hyxy, who is more 
aggressive and bored than any three drakes. What we can do, what we have done, is limit their 
violence and viciousness to one world and a short period,» | wrote. 


«Small consolation to grands upon grands of cushes, who are even now being slaughtered and 
robbed! It is one thing if we were conquering their world and battling until they surrender. But 
this — this is robbery and destruction for its own sake!» cried the biologist. 


«Yes, exactly. SSa and vrif.» Those being the Grand Draconic words for the urges to gather a 
hoard, and to do battle. 


«Yes, but done in wicked ways, but the Krassil’s tassles! When SSa is upon me, | collect beetles 
and exotic trees! When vrif is upon me, | duel my friends! These things can be done properly! 
What they are doing is no better than eating small people to satisfy hunger, or raping them to 
satisfy lust!» Which are two other basic draconic drives, no more or less unusual than SSa and 
vrif. 


«Which they may be doing too, for all | know,» | grumbled. «Here is a way to misinterpret the 
situation. As of a week ago, Cussa was about to be wrecked from end to end by a Quiet Lord’s 
world war. The Quiet Lord is now gone. As of a week from now, or a year from now, Cussa will 
be /ess wrecked than it would have been if we had not interfered. Now, this argument is 
specious! It will be far more wrecked than it would be if we had come in purely benevolently to 
kill the Quiet Lord and have done, and future generations of cush will dread and despise us.» 


«You are working rather hard to come up with an ethical system which proclaims the Company 
to be merely partially evil,» Itharieth wrote. 


«lam working rather hard to come up with a Rulership system which drives dragons to be 
merely partially evil,» | said. «One cannot simply order dragons about. At least, | can’t. One can 
attempt to limit and guide their — our — basic instincts, using them for better rather than worse 
purposes. So, on Hove we kill invading armies, which appeases vrif, and get paid for it, which 
appeases §Sa. And behold! Mass military action on Hove is all but over. Nations are finding 
more subtle ways to fight each other, for hovens have their own version of SSa and vrif. But the 
vast massacres of the previous gross-years are gone, which is an improvement. For your own 
expedition: Osoth and | could hardly expect to be obeyed if we commanded two dozen dragons 


to be gentle. But if we allow a certain amount of rampaging, but limit it to a few days — it is the 
best situation we can achieve.» 


«l am not entirely satisfied that you are exerting yourself to the fullest in this regard,» Itharieth 
snapped. «One might suspect you of taking a lax approach to massacres in order to not 
endanger your own reign.» 


«l’m certainly taking a lax approach to borderline sedition! Actually, that’s a good proof of just 
how tight my talons are on the throat of Hoven dragons: you personally are willing to be just on 
the edge of insulting, and not even on your own behalf. | have to operate by persuading, bribing, 
arranging, compromising. | am, at least, doing so for the benefit of as many small people and 
dragons as | can. Or trying, at least, with some success.» 


| don’t think he was entirely persuaded. | don’t think | was entirely persuaded either. Especially 
since he’s right, | am trying to extend my reign, or at least not get deposed this year or next. For 
one justification, if | am doing anything useful as queen, | wouldn't be doing it if | wasn’t queen. 


And for another thing, $Sa. I’m not about to give up as big a treasure as a whole world. Getting 
myself to be a halfway ethical dragon seems to require as much persuading, bribing, arranging, 
and compromising as for anyone else. 


Roroku and Gyovanth (77/170) 


Roroku and Gyovanth 


“Roroku, you must have a thought for the dignity of your title! You may not be used to being a 
Duchess of Chiriact — you may never be used to being a Duchess of Chiriact at this rate! — but 
you must get used to acting like a Duchess of Chiriact!” Gyovanth punctuated his admonition 
with a bite to Roroku’s left hind-wing, which was conveniently available from their current coital 
arrangement. 


(Il presume he chose mid-copulation for her scolding-time to give his words a much-needed bit 
of sweetening. Or, perhaps, he was insufficiently diverted by her body, or reminded of the 
current problem by the scent of her. Or perhaps he never left off of that conversational topic, no 
matter what he and she were doing.) 


“lam trying!” she whined. 


“You are not doing any such thing!” he snapped. “You are flirting with Itharieth and Jaraswat and 
Vaareng!” 


She was briefly distracted by an orgasm, though she didn’t tell me whose. “I am not!” 


“What, you think | have no tongue? All of them stink of lust after a brief and private — oh, so 
private! — conversation with you!” 


“They are drakes! This is common enough!” Roroku whined. 


“Drakes and dragonesses mingle freely in many places. Do drakes in the courts of Chiriact 
crave every countess or empress who happens by? No, they do not! But here! Every drake 
craves Roroku! What is the difference? Could it be this? That you are behaving like a Hoven 
slut, not a Chiriactian noblewoman!” 


(My own impression is that every dragon in the courts of Chiriact, or any other dragon-world, 
routinely wears illusion spells to hide scents that might embarrass or reveal a bit too much, to go 
with veriception blocks and the like. Gyovanth knows this, of course.) (Also, most of the dragons 
in the courts of Chiriact are married. Most of the dragons of the Hoven Royal Exploring 
Company are bachelors, and many (or most? or some?) would prefer a dragoness even if they 
are willing to accept a drake as better than nothing. (Which has nothing to do with the 
occasional twinkle of lust that one feels for an appealing dragon that one is not married to. Even 
| have that, especially when Csirnis is around. Not that I, or most reasonable people, ever act on 
it! (Arilash and her like being the exception to ‘most reasonable people’.))) 


“That is them! | am doing nothing in this!” 


“You are encouraging them!” Gyovanth ended his sentence by breaking one of Roroku’s smaller 
wingbones with a snap of his teeth, then healing it. 


Roroky curled up somewhat, as much as she could with her large husband upon her, and tried 
to enjoy the copulation. 


Dangerous Vorav (78/170) 


Vorav, which is world 155 — exploring was going more quickly, as the Company got used to all 
the tools and techniques — was a beautiful place at first sight. It had a sun, unusually for 
Predictable Platelets. Actually it had seven suns, some brilliant and some dim, each of which 
presided at the crown of heaven for three hours, and then decorously departed for the next sun 
in the cycle. The fourth one that we saw was a proper sphere of intense light. It is followed by a 
seven-winged raven, seven equally-spaced wings making a girdle around its body and flapping 
in unison. Sixth is a gleaming glowing silvery crown with twinkling jewels, which would have 
made the best loot anywhere if we had been able to collect it. Seventh is a boiling cauldron, 
spattering brilliance out of its top. First (in the order that we saw them) is a ring of eye-hurting 
brilliance, with a loop of runes around its inner band, which the Word-Fox said were a prayer of 
ineffable might on Vorav. Second was an eye, shining dimly, with a pentacle pupil in an indigo 
iris. Third was a hand squeezing a mess of arrows whose tips were lightning and whose 
feathers were clouds. The whole thing looked designed, like the eidolon of some rich and subtle 
symbol system that we never got anywhere close to understanding. 


The world proper was just as designed. An ordinary Predictable Platelet is a single plane. This 
was seven planes, arranged in a florette or pinwheel. Rivers or ring-seas flowed perpetually 
around the florette, spilling in glorious waterfalls from each plate to the next. (Water evidently 
falls uphill on Vorav — my scientists are a bit confused about about how this works, and 
whether it’s a feature of the ring-seas or of water in general.) 


The seven planes presumably correspond somehow to the seven suns. We only saw two 
though: a magnificent garden plane of stately trees and winding paths among flowerbeds, and a 
continent-sized slab of crystal covered with runes in the same script as the ring-sun. Runes the 
size of canyons, of course, set between the lines of the ring-seas. 


Itharieth immediately pounced on the ecology of the garden, so we know a little about that. 
Elegant deer and vegetarian bears meander around its beautiful paths. Foxes and furred 
land-octopi prance out to greet you and play with you, if you walk in a small person’s form along 
the paths. They eat insects and seeds and fruit, but not the tiny monkey-mice who dwell in hives 
and who work hard at grooming the garden. There are, indeed, no predators at all for anything 
mouse-sized or larger. There are scavengers, ordinary two-winged crows who dispose of dead 
animals, and carry their bones to the crystal plane for purposes we never understood. 


(Itharieth’s first question, after getting this far, was about how the designers of the world kept the 
little predators that did exist — insects, like ladybugs and dragonflies — from evolving to take 
advantage of the wonderful and defenseless walking feasts of mammals. One part of the 
answer was the partial pressure of oxygen, which was fairly low, like on a mountain top. Insects 
simply couldn’t breathe if they got much larger than they were. The mammals all had large and 
efficient lungs. (Itharieth had far better manners than to dissect one. He got Psajathrion to use a 
look-inside spell.) Why no parasitic insects like ticks, or swarms of ants that could strip a 
monkey-mouse to the bone in seconds? Our scientists never got to an answer.) 


In the center of the park was a massive and impressive palace. Impressive, because one does 
not generally construct a palace entirely of feathers and rubies. (Twice impressive, because it 
proved to be quite strong.) Inside this feathery confection of tall spirally towers and feathered 
domes, glorious forking spires and amazing galleries, dwelled a few children. (We saw four, but 
that means there were probably seven, presumably each aligned to one of the plates and one of 
the suns. Or there could have been a grand of children, only four of whom came out. No telling.) 
Small people children, of course: small and iridescent-furred and seven-eyed and quite fearless 
of a dragon who, at half his usual size, was still a huge and potentially devastating monster. 


“Who are you, and what is that funny smell?” asked the tallest of the four to Itharieth. 


“lam a biologist from the world of Hove, come here to learn about the plants and animals of 
your world,” said Itharieth. “The funny smell is ether, a vapor which puts small things to sleep 
without hurting them. You may call me Dr. Ether. It’s not that far off of my actual name, and far 
easier to say. Who are you?” 


The four children introduced themselves: Tansy, Obol, Wreath, and Carbuncle. Itharieth knows 
which is which. | don’t. 


Possibly-Tansy said, “I know a lot about plants and animals! This is a sneelopt! It has eight 
arms! It hugs you!” 


Itharieth petted the sleeping sneelopt carefully with a clawtip. “Do you know if it has any bones? 
| was trying to see how it managed to walk on those eight soft and very huggish arms.” 


“Sneelopts don’t have bones!” said possibly-Obol. Which Itharieth later confirmed: they have 
fluid sacs which can be squeezed hard enough to become rigid, letting them make or dispose of 
structural members as necessary. Most animals would find this an extravagant use of energy, 
but most animals are not from Vorav’s garden. 


He chatted with the children for a half-hour or so, acquiring invaluable information about their 
favorite fruits, how they made a board game out of seeds or pebbles, and the time that a 
sneelopt made off with Carbuncle’s pyjamas. (Later on, he noted that it would have been more 
valuable to find out how Carbuncle got his pyjamas in the first place. But he is a biologist, not a 
social scientist.) 


“We have to go now!” said the children at length. “It was very nice meeting you, Dr. Ether, and 
have lots of fun with the animals and plantses!” 


“It was a pleasure meeting you too, Tansy, Obol, Wreath, and Carbuncle! Don't let sneelopts 
steal your vegetables!” said Itharieth. The children scampered off. 


Dangerous Vorav (79/170) 
«Well, that was an odd little interlude,» Itharieth wrote to me, since of course a dragon queen 


has nothing better to do than to make small talk with far-flung biologists. (Which, in my case, is 
true about 11/12 of the time.) 


A small and iridescent-furred and seven-eyed and quite fearless person manifested between 
two trees, in a quick flash of rearrangement magic and a quick yelp of dangersense. It was 
wearing armor that seemed to have been melted into shape from gemstones, and holding a 
gleaming épée. 

Itharieth stopped writing at me, and turned to look at the newcomer. 

“They do not fear you,” said the newcomer. 

“They do not.” said Itharieth. 


“They are innocent, and they do not know fear,” said the newcomer. 


“| gave them no lessons in fear,” said Itharieth. 


“| do not fear you either,” said the newcomer. 


“Nor | you,” said Itharieth. “Indeed, | should be glad to converse with you about this world, which 
is a place of beauty and intricate construction.” 


“lam not innocent, though,” said the newcomer in a cold voice, ignoring Itharieth’s suggestion. “I 
am skilled. In many things.” 


“Very well,” said Itharieth, crouching and curling his tail over his forepaws, and peering 
enigmatically at the newcomer. Small people usually get to the point before the dragon is out of 
patience. 


“| see the ghosts in your past, and in the past of your allies,” said the newcomer. “You have not 
offended our children — yet. But you plan to.” 


“| have no such plans,” said Itharieth, which was true in a narrow personal interpretation. He 
says he had veriception blocks up in any case. 


“You explore and study our world with the ultimate purpose of bringing here war and conquest,” 
said the newcomer. 


Itharieth shrugged. 


“Know that war, though not conquest, already dwells here. Know that we are great in the arts of 
war, and that you shall find us no easy prey, no matter how mighty you may be,” said the 
newcomer. “Know that we, the knights of the Crown, will ally with the other Knights against you, 
and that you cannot stand against us.” 


“Ah! Just the sort of information | was hoping to discover! Tell me more about these Knights, and 
| shall include in my report an estimate of your military prowess. If matters are as you say, my 
species may content itself with easier prey,” said Itharieth. He glanced at the castle, whose 
rubies and feathers were indeed beautiful. 


The Knight of the Crown looked annoyed. He flourished his épée, and with a swift strike like 
mercury pouring, he stabbed a nearby boulder. The bright blade pierced the living stone deeply. 
“Matters are as | say. You shall not work your espionages upon me. Go hence now, in peace, 
and do not return in either peace or war.” He stepped between the trees and was gone. 


«That was threatening and none too useful,» said Itharieth to me. «Still, let me see what sort of 
information | can collect.» He looked at the hole. The épée had been no longer than three or 
four feet, and not an inch thick, but the hole pierced the boulder’s nine and a half feet, and left a 
tunnel of not less than five inches. 


«lf it works the same upon dragon-flesh, it would be quite a substantial wound,» he wrote. 


He finished up the day’s investigations, and returned to Base Camp with his story. 


* 
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Again, Dangerous Vorav (80/170) 


Indeed, every scout and scientist had met a Knight at some point that day. Itharieth was the only 
one who had met children, and the only one who had any sort of extended conversation with 
them. Yarenton had had a conversation of a different sort, the kind that involves snatching up 
the knight in a massive forepaw, and getting stabbed by that épée. It was as substantial a 
wound as Itharieth had expected, and charged with some special virulence. Yarenton’s best 
healing spells had not quite repaired it. Psajathrion was able to heal it entirely, but with some 
distinct effort. 


There was considerable consultation and discussion, which may be summarized thus: 


The more aggressive dragons, including most of the guards, said in unison, “This is a challenge 
to our honor and our might! We shall meet it, we shall crunch it between our teeth, we shall 
defeat it!” 


The more long-sighted dragons, including Tultamaan and most of the scholars, replied in 
unison, “This is a prize-world of the sort we could put into a book — if we don't ruin it by macho 
heroics now!” 


Osoth listened to everyone, and managed to approximately agree with them all. “While it is a 
prize-world, we cannot now put it into a book. We cannot give any sort of accurate measure of 
how powerfully defended the world is. Do you need four dragons to conquer it, or four grand? 
Let us investigate — let us honorably investigate! Let us send an ambassador to Vorav, to the 
Knights of the Crown and the other knights, and challenge them to a joust — a contest of might 
against might, with no stakes save glory, and nonfatal on both sides. If they agree, we shall 
learn what we need to know in the contest. If they fear us — we have learned much from their 
refusal.” 


Tultamaan scowled, which is to say, Tultamaan did not leave off his perpetual scowl. “If they 
accept the challenge and lay a Dishonorable sort of Trap or Snare to try to destroy us, we shall 
Learn More Things. Or the Survivors shall, at any rate.” 


Vaareng muttered to Driaith, “This is the sort of dragon who has been chosen to lead the military 
half of the expedition? Why, oh why, do we not have someone brave in charge? Or even a little 
lambkin, who would surely be a bolder leader than Tultamaan!” 


“Or a tastier one at least!” said Driaith. “Not that | have tasted Tultamaan. He might benefit from 
a proper tasting, don’t you think, Vaareng?” 


Vaareng flattened his ears at the suggestion. “I prefer to, well, ‘taste’, only the, well, 
‘dragonesses’ who have won my respect.” 


Driaith chuckled. “Some year, perhaps, you will be actually able to talk about the joy-style that 
you have gotten yourself into, and in that year | will be delighted to have a conversation with 
you. Until then | must content myself with making you blush, in public, and making you do other 
things, in private.” 


Vaareng tried to pry his ears off the sides of his head. “So long as Tultamaan and Mirinxan do 
not join us in privacy, | am pleased.” 


So much for Vorav (81/170) 


History does not record who was chosen to convey the challenge to the knights, nor why the 
challenge was delayed by four days. |, rationally, think it was Katamerces, who was the 
company’s chief diplomat and lawyer, and it was delayed to work out the wording and discover 
precisely who was to be involved in the duel. Osoth told me at the time that it was Ngassith to 
deliver the challenge, and the delay was surprising. Tultamaan told me that Nrusco was to 
deliver the challenge, and the delay was so that the scholars could consolidate their learnings 
and explain what the duelists were to face. 


After four days the diplomat was told to leave off, for Hyxy and Ngassith limped back to Base 
Camp, collapsing the cyclone with a sharp blow of her v6 behind them. The “limping” was literal 
enough: Hyxy was missing two and a half of her four wings, and the entirety of her tail. Ngassith 
was bleeding from four wounds that went entirely through him. Actually Hyxy wasn’t missing her 
tail at all; Ngassith had it in his forepaw. 


They had a gigantic ruby in the shape of a child-sized cupola, complete with a grilled Voravian 
child inside it, and they were laughing in delight as Psajathrion tried to arrange for them to get 
replacement wings and spleens. 


“Oh, the Knights of the Crown are strong knights, I'll never doubt that again!” chortled Hyxy. 
“Driaith had put the Hoplonton on us (Us!), and other defenses too, but the whirl-knives and 
scoriatic spells of the Knights have their own evasive powers, and they found a way to go 
through even the Hoplonton!.” 


“This is valuable information,” said Osoth. “I am not sure that was two wings and a tail valuable. 
Also, whence cometh the cupola?” 


“Oh, that. We (we/) flew over to the Palace of the Crown’s Platelet and burned it off,” said Hyxy. 
She flipped it over, shoving Psajathrion out of the way from treating her wings, and showed thick 
lines of burnt feathers. “The birdy part wasn’t so flammable, but it corroded quick enough.” 


Psajathrion prodded her tail-stub hard enough to make her yelp. “And the corpse inside?” 


“Oh, just some local who didn’t get out of the way fast enough,” she said. Psajathrion poked 
again, probably to indicate all the disapproval he could. 


“Well, | do say, this may not have been the most convenient turn of events,” noted Osoth. “You 
have made it impossible for us to go back there in any sort of amicable way and arrange an 
enjoyable and informative mélée. Or for any other purpose short of conquest, even, and they 
may well be on the lookout for that.” 


Hyxy shrugged, which must have been a very awkward gesture since it usually involves the 
wings. “I don’t think they were going to be easy to conquer anyhow. Tough as gods, are those 
knights.” 


Osoth flicked his tail in annoyance. “Katamerces, O wise diplomat and lawyer, for you | have a 
question. Do you think there is any point to returning the child’s body with a note of apology?” 


Katamerces sat up and curled his tail around his paws primly. “It is quite a delicate matter. | 
should prefer not to be the one to return the body myself. Perhaps the minikin could be 
expanded or replicated and induced to bring it. H’m, h’m ... | shall compose a short note which 
is rather more ‘regrettable accident’ and ‘perpetrators shall be punished’, and rather less ‘ha-ha, 
we killed your child and escaped unscathed.” 


“Not ‘unscathed’, said Psajathrion, working one of the more intricate healing spells on Hyxy. “It 
will take twelve or thirteen standard years before Hyxy can fly again on her own wings. And | 
have my doubts about whether she'll ever have full use of her tail.” 


The dragons became quiet then. Not very often do we take permanent injuries, and especially 
not from small people, no matter how mighty. 


“lam going to kill them all!” roared Hyxy. 
“Not without your wings and tail, now,” said Psajathrion. 


“And not without a much better defensive array than we have,” said Ngassith reasonably. He 
was still bleeding from several tunnels through his body. “Perhaps, if an expedition is arranged 
to conquer Vorav, we shall arrange to be on it. As the experts, you know.” 


Hyxy glared at her mate, and crouched, and let the physician treat them. The dragons admired 
the cupola — it is, indeed, the most beautiful and valuable cupola that anyone has ever seen — 
and decided they were just as happy leaving the cyclone to Vorav closed. 


* 
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Hyxy Removed (82/170) 


The cyclone was, however, reopened for a few minutes a week later, to send a minikin and a 
roasted princess back home with a very polite note. The Company did not wait for a response. 


* 
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“Hyxy, you present me with a quandary most tangled and tanglesome,” said Osoth. “On one 
forepaw, you and Ngassith are potentially quite valuable members of this company, being quite 
excellent warriors and most devastatingly dangerous. On the other, you have proven to be quite 
uncontrollable: you rampage and you copulate when you feel like it, even when it is quite 
contrary to the needs of the company. And now, of course, you are crippled, and so the one 
forepaw is not going to be the case for some years.” 


Hyxy shrugged her wingstubs. 


“However, the Queen, in her subtlety, has chosen to exile you from Hove, so | can’t send you 
back myself. And you’re hardly in shape to stay here. you should be tended by an unhurried 
expert, not someone as much in demand as Psajathrion.” 


“I've got a nyxylith. I'll throw myself on Jyothky’s mercy,” said Hyxy, and did so straightaway, 
without waiting for Osoth to agree. «Jyothky! Can | get un-exiled? | kinda got my wings and tail 
chopped off and | need to come home and recuperate ‘til they grow back,» she wrote to me. 


«Yes, but there’s one condition. You have to hint that the mutilation was part of the 
punishment,» | said, having been forewarned by Osoth and others. A devious dragon could 
phrase it in a way that didn’t veristink too much. Hyxy being rather more direct, | was basically 
commanding her to fart in her own face. But | needed it politically. The hovens of the Vlurting 
were still furious about her mass-murders. 


For that matter, I’m none too happy about them myself. It’s quite possible to despise small 
people without going off and slaughtering them by the gross. One can simply avoid them and 
frighten them off, the way Arilash does. 


* 
ek 


So Hyxy and Ngassith returned home, and spent rather more than the market value of their ruby 
cupola on healers and on physical therapy. As of the time of writing, Hyxy has full mobility of her 
tail, but she cannot feel it. She has decided that this makes us half-sisters. | am not so sure. But 
| do not have so many friends that | can reject one, even one like Hyxy. 


Shards of Scorjerak (83/170) 


Shards of Scorjerak 


World 156 was a Predictable Platelet, a flaming pentacle a gross-miles on a side circled by a 
cage of fire. Nothing lived there. World 157 was a Predictable Platelet of a straightforward 
magic-free style, early in its lifespan, inhabited by foul-smelling stromatolites which derived 
energy from the flowing of water over them. The Company left it in disgust. 


World 158, Scorjerak, was a hell of radiation and poison, a once-inhabited Platelet whose 
inhabitants had destroyed it. Its dusty glass towers gleamed in the light of the four small suns 
which the world sprouted on the tips of its four cardinal poles. Its wide boulevards must have 
once been beautiful with, one assumes, aromatic trees and well-stocked boutiques and 
wonderfully evocative sculptures admired by elegantly-dressed Basic Bipeds. Now they were 
empty. Scorjerak was too deadly for bipeds, for trees, even for bacteria. 


Osoth was instantly captivated. “Let us bide for a time and learn the secrets of Scorjerak. From 
them let us weave a tale of a world which hated itself to death. It shall be a fine moral tale. They 
clearly needed dragons to rule them and compel them to life. 


Yarenton nodded. “You shall need a good historian for this endeavor. | am such a historian.” 


Questhraum giggled, sparks of lightning dancing around his mouth. “My charming Yarenton is 
crucial but insufficient. You shall need a good poet for this endeavor. | am such a poet.” 


Fraxtseng looked from Yarenton to Questhraum. “My life-companions shall find great 
amusement and exertion in this. For myself, as a stone-mage ... | hope that there are ancient 
sealed vaults that must be opened with great care, or perhaps majestic monuments which must 
be compelled to reveal their secrets. Otherwise, with such limited employment and both my 
companions occupied, | might as well take a week-long nap.” 


Jaraswat glared at Fraxtseng. “I shall find something for you to do.” 


Songs of Scorjerak (84/170) 


Questhraum’s Songs of Scorjerak took more than a week to compose, but less than two. It 
was published in the Grand Draconic as quickly as Hoven typesetting could manage that 
task.(S) We found a dragon to translate the poems to various Hoven and Chiriact tongues 
— lgnissa, on the exceedingly unlikely chance that you remember her and care about her 
from Mating Flight. The work was frequently reviewed with some interest among small 
people as being rather appealing, and very unusual indeed as something that was “by a 
dragon but not about fighting and fucking.” It was not so well received by dragons outside 
of Hove, perhaps because it was not about fighting and fucking, but more likely because 
the author’s personal life was so notorious and urning that proper dragons did not want to 
be associated with it. Or perhaps because it was very dark and depressing, and that is not 
our general mood. 


(%) Typesetting a work in Grand Draconic was more than a little of an 
adventure. Hove is a world of greatly advanced technology, including fine 
systems of moveable type tuned to the various Hoven languages. In fact, the 
main Hoven languages lost many of their diacritical marks and exotic 
letter-forms due to moveable type. For example, some Trestean tongues used 
the letter 5 for the sounds of b and t. [Symbols are translated quite laxly to 
Unicode — BB] 8 was thus unnecessary, and got replaced by b or tas 
appropriate in type. 


They don’t have moveable type for Grand Draconic. 


This is generally a good thing, because it is illegal under draconic law to allow 
small people who know Grand Draconic to live. Not that you can learn much 
Grand Draconic from just the alphabet, but it’s not particularly healthy. 


So we got five type-makers. (We wanted six, but could only get five.) We 
started by giving them each 1/5 of the alphabet to manufacture. The first draft 
of the type looked horrible, with five different styles none of which was very 
traditional, like this. 


So we let each of them see 5/12 of the alphabet, their own work and some 
letters from two other designers. The result was rather distinctively Hoven 
(which is to say, it had some odd serifs and surprising decorations from a 
dragon’s point of view, and the many many diacriticals were sometimes a bit 
awkward), but it served well enough. 


Then we had different hovens typeset the actual document. This was also 
risky, because by that time they could just go out and buy Ignissa’s Trestean 
translation, and, by comparing the two side by side, could probably figure out 
a fatal dose of Grand Draconic. The same would be a risk for any Hoven who 


got ahold of the Grand Draconic edition of the book, but that’s their problem. 
The typesetters were our servants, and it is rude to hire someone for a task 
and then kill them for doing it. 


Yarenton’s history took several weeks longer to write. | suppose it was more accurate, being a 
history and based on everything we knew about Scorjerak. It was full of mistakes and 
inconsistencies, having been scribbled together in a mad hurry. When the other scholars 
learned new things about Scorjerak, Yarenton threw them into the book, often in places where 
they fit, and sometimes even remembering to remove previous theories. The book showed up 
as a companion to Songs of Scorjerak, and nobody liked it, not even Yarenton. He intended to 
write a proper second edition, taking all scholarly care about it, but of course he never did. 


Scorns of Scorjerak (85/170) 


On the second day of exploring Scorjerak, the scholars scurried or straggled forth to the 
cyclone. Roroku did neither; she slunk forth, almost sneaking. She should have snuck better, for 
Gyovanth’s teeth closed on her tail. 


“Ouch!” mumbled Roroku, because she is aware of pain. 
“Where ere yeu gaing?” mumbled Gyovanth around a mouthful of tail. 
“Scorjerak, to study the potencies that killed all things there.” 


Gyovanth twisted her tail cruelly, and released it so he could be cruel with words instead. “Have 
you forgotten that you are a dragoness?” 


.. no...” mumbled Roroku. | hereby give witness that she had not forgotten. When Hyxy left, 
she complained for eleven-twelfths of an hour about being the only dragoness among a 

snoyn-pack of drakes. (Hyxy had little good to say about Roroku, but | suppose that whatever 
drakes bothered lusting after unavailable dragonesses, lusted after Hyxy rather than Roroku.) 


“Have you forgotten that your gonads are full of 7-fertilized eggs? And that in suitable time | 
shall complete their fertilization, and they shall be my children?” 


”... right ... ?” mumbled Roroku. A more aggressive dragon — viz. anyone — might have said 
“And what of that?” instead of simply ”?”. 


“And yet you are on your way to soak them in a cauldron of vile radiations and caustic 
resonances? | understand full well why you are heedless of your own unimpressive life. But at 
least be responsible about my children!” 


“I’ve got the Hoplonton on, from Driaith,” mumbled Roroku. 


“And quite well the Hoplonton served Hyxy and Ngassith when they fought the Knights of Vorov! 
They came home full of holes and missing body parts! How do you know that this Scorjerak’s 
dangers are any less?” 


“I’m going to go analyze them,” mumbled Roroku. “Then we'll know.” 


“You are going to go expose yourself to them! To let them incinerate your innards, blast your 
bowels, scorch your stomach, ‘luminate your liver, and, most importantly, utterly char your 
unborn children!” 


“The scouts weren't hurt,” mumbled Roroku. 


“The scouts were male — were bachelors! They were stout and strong drakes! This information 
does not apply to you! You shall stay in Base Camp, you shall perform your wifely duties, and 
you shall analyze artifacts that are brought back Scorjerak, in more safety!” 


“Yes, Gyovanth,” mumbled Roroku, and complied. 


More Scorn of Scorjerak (86/170) 


Jaraswat cornered Roroku in the Hangar of Science that evening. “Where were you today, when 
all true scholars were investigating Scorjerak?” 


“My husband had need of me,” mumbled Roroku. 


“Oh, did he, now?” snapped Jaraswat. “I suppose that you and he, our only remaining married 
couple, are unaware that the other drakes here have similar needs — methothiam needs, as the 
Brur-Chumb say! Needs that, in the decent cases, remain unsatisfied from year to year and 
duodecade to duodecade! Yet we set them aside! This is a matter of science! You and your 
husband must set your own ‘needs’ aside from hour to hour, if not day to day, for science, as 
well!” 


“He said that Scorjerak’s radiations would be bad for my eggs,” mumbled Roroku, her ears so 
flat they would have been inside her skull if that had been possible. 


“| was not aware that unlaid eggs were unusually fragile. They are, currently, protected by the 
entire body of a dragoness. This should be sufficient padding for nearly any purpose, even the 
xenotonx purposes that apply here! Oh, don’t look so stupid, Roroku. “Xenotonx” is from Ancient 
Classical Pre-Dordalian, from your own new homeworld of Hove — ah, you do not come from 
Hove, do you? But you were there plenty long to learn. You must have been distracted by 
something, perhaps some ‘needs’. ‘Xenotonx’ of course means ‘antithetic to foreign dangers’, as 
you should have guessed from the context, even if you didn’t know the word. Really, Roroku, 
you must be more incisive if you are to be counted among the scholars! Be bold, be clever, 
snatch opportunities and knowledges in your swift jaws!” 


”... yes, Jaraswat ...” mumbled Roroku, thoroughly ashamed. 


“The day’s work is done. Samples have been retrieved. | shall expect you to perform suitable 
analyses upon them — and they must be kaperkonk analyses, every one! — and present the 
results to us before we-and-you venture forth to Scorjerak tomorrow! Anything less will diminish 
your already dwindling stature among the scientists of this company!” 


”... yes, Jaraswat ...” 
Jaraswat and the jawdidj wippixiw wax-andrews (87/170 


Roroku yawned a delicate-fanged yawn before presenting her results. “Oh! Atharis, master of 
physics, has told us that Scorjerak is an energy-increasing world, like so many Platelets. They 
don’t have a law of conservation of energy; they have a law that lets energy increase 
sometimes. The samples you have brought back are laced with the dust of a certain 
quasi-element. It doesn’t fit the usual nomenclature, so I’m going to call it para-niobium for now. 
It radiates energy and relaxes into regular niobium. Or a particle of regular niobium may absorb 
energy and become para-niobium. But the energy it releases is greater than the energy it 
absorbs, so over time a lump of para-niobium becomes more and more radiative and actinic and 
dangerous.” 


“Let's call it jara-niobium, by great Fumper’s lumpers!” exclaimed Itharieth, to considerable 
laughter. 


The name was accepted unanimously save one, but the one hissed and fumed. “I do not accept 
this mockery! It is inappropriate for a scholarly expedition to make fun of the chief scholar! If this 
nomenclature is accepted, | shall name a different sort of dung-dwelling squirmling for each of 
you, you jawdidj wippixiw wax-andrews! | forbid it!” 


(The substance was referred to as para-niobium in Questhraum’s poetry, and jara-niobium in 
Yarenton’s history.) 


Roroku continued, “There was a bit of coarse para-niobium powder in all the samples you 
brought back.” 


Atharis spread his wings. “I, Atharis, wise in the ways of physics, prepare a conjecture! It is this: 
that the dust has been milled into a size which lets a certain amount of this jara-radiation stay 
within and stimulate the jara-niobium. Not so much that the dust-mite should gain power and 
melt. Not so little that the jara-reaction dies off.” 


”Para-niobium!” snapped Jaraswat. 
“When you say ‘milled’, it sounds almost as if it were done intentionally,” said Osoth. 


“Precisely what | mean! This jara-niobium was prepared as a weapon, a city-poison, a panocide 
or janocide or genocide!” said Atharis. 


Yarenton spoke quietly, as if thinking out loud, “But why would the Scorjerakians poison 
themselves so. A war, with each side dumping deadly dust on the other —? Each side expecting 
that they could protect themselves from it or at least clean it up, not realizing that they would be 
destroyed by their enemy’s weapons?” 


Jaraswat breathed a jet of green fire on Yarenton’s flank, causing that worthy to yelp and cease 
his contemplations. “This is no time for zenziz speculations! This is a time for facts — for 
information — for data trusty and tangible!” 


“Well, we could look for signs of such a war,” said Yarenton. “Saber-rattling final issues of 
newspapers. Milling machines in places most terrible with radiation. Aircraft with dust-hoppers. 
These could tell us history” 


Jaraswat breathed green fire directly at Yarenton’s face, enough to sting but not quite count as 
an attack. “Of course these things exist! We do not need to seek them out! They are too 
dangerous! | have prepared the week’s schedules for investigation — including for the 
delinquent Roroku — and they will be adhered to most precisely!” 


“You planned before we anything knew. Yarenton’s questions will guide us true!” said 
Questhraum. [He did sometimes speak in rhyme, but he was a better poet than | will ever be, so 
accept my doggerel as a weak imitation of his style. —Jy] 


“Stop pandering to your despicable lover!” snapped Jaraswat. 


“Please, sir, may | pander to the historian instead?” asked Questhraum in a mockingly weak and 
pitiful quaver. 


“You are utterly whomulow; there is no other word for it in any language! The researches will 
proceed as | have ordered!” 


Supreme Hierophant Orders Entire Reprisals Against Apostates. (88/170) 


They didn’t. Yarenton and Atharis flew straight to an airport and inspected airplanes, most of 
which were too boily with para-niobium to actually touch, even with the Hoplonton. But even 
from seven yards away they saw nozzles and tanks, generally bolted on after the plane was 
made, and the most intense of the radiation from them. 


Inside the airport, where the radiation was simply fatal to unprotected small people and a 
constant grinding burr against the Hoplonton, they inspected the newspaper kiosks. The 
Word-Fox is a slow but diligent little vulpine, and let them translate the headlines: Sneak Attack 
from Fenesdumh; All Major Cities Dusted. Supreme Heirophant Orders Entire Reprisals 
Against Apostates. May the True Gods Protect Chumesdumh. 


“| think | could write the fullness of the history from just this headline,” said Yarenton. 


“Some days | look upon draconic rule of worlds like Mhel and Zelmary and even Hove, and think 
that we are simply greedy monsters who crave territory and slaves. But what | do not see is the 
Scorjerakian style: without the selfish and cruel, but war-quelling, rule of dragons, small people 
generally kill themselves off, and often the whole world with them. Yarenton, write your book for 
the rebels against dragons! Make them know the alternative!” 


“There are more alternatives than just the two, | would say, but Scorjerak tells a clear and dismal 
story,” said Yarenton. “And so shall I.” 


He did it without the newspaper, though. He asked Jaraswat to translate it, since Jaraswat the 
linguist alone had the powers to do so without access to any living scorjes, and without working 
the poor little the Word-Fox to exhaustion. But Jaraswat was administrator as well as linguist, 
and he burned it up and roasted Yarenton’s forepaw from the disobedience to his orders. 


* 
2k 


Kyspert (89/170) 


[[JUY — Kyspert is what you have been waiting for, though it is not wholly obvious at first.] 


Kyspert 


The first argument was about whether Kyspert had gravity at all. “I tell you, all | see is lumps of 
twinkling stuff floating in the sky. And when | say ‘sky’ | mean ‘everywhere’,” said Gemuse. 
Being immaterial herself, she was weightless and could not easily tell up from down. 


“They've got tails, Gemuse,” said Itharieth, scrying on a minikin and speaking to her with some 
elaborate spell. “Long tails of plant material hanging down underneath them. And when | say 
‘underneath’ | mean they’re all pointing in the same direction.” 


“They're not all that determined about going that way,” said Gemuse. “They’re twenty, thirty 
degrees off from each other. I’m going to bet on wind and no gravity.” 


Gemuse was wrong about gravity, for once. Kyspert had a definite “up” and “down”. One may 
forgive her, for hoven vision is none too useful on Kyspert. There is nothing like a sun or moon. 
The myriad scorals — floating, living sky islands — glow in the middle infrared, and twinkle in 
visible light. A bit of ocular rearrangement allows a dragon to see by scoral-light, which is still 
murky and confusing, but not nearly as bad as the twinkling. 


(Itharieth was wrong about Kyspert having gravity too.) 


As ghost and minikin approached the side of the nearest scoral, they saw the people. A kysp 
looks somewhat like a pair of headless weasels stuck non-head-to-non-head, or a furry rolling 


pin with long furry tentacles instead of handles. The tentacles fork near the tip, and then end in 
a pair of flat flexible furless rough-skinned diamond shape, with a dot at the wrist which proved 
to be an eye. The body is somewhat under a yard long, and rather slender, making kysps one of 
the smaller kinds of small people; the tentatails are about a yard each. 


Oh, and legs. Three rings of three legs spaced evenly, or three lines of three legs spaced 
evenly: short two-jointed legs with three-taloned claws on the ends. The kysp was hanging on to 
the waxy plants and the scoral itself with two lines of claws. As soon as it saw the ghost, it 
squeaked in alarm (indicating to both biologists that it had a respiratory system, and, in fact, that 
Kyspert had an atmosphere, which they hadn’t checked), and grabbed a hanging vine with two 
of the third line of claws, pushed off, and swung away, and vanished in the undergrowth. Or 
whatever one calls tangly plants that grow on the side of a floating sky-coral, sidergrowth or 
something. 


They knew immediately that it was a kysp(>), and not some unintelligent animal. It had been 
wearing saddlebags on a leather belt around its waist, and it left behind a picnic basket which 
contained Kyspert’s equivalent of bread, cheese, and wine. 


(>) The expedition had a list of names, concocted mainly by Tultamaan and 
Questhraum. Whenever a world was worth exploring at all, it got the next name on 
the list. The inhabitants are named based on the world: Kyspert is inhabited by 
kysps, Hove by hovens, Mhel by mhelvul, Chiriact by chirs. When the world has two 
species of inhabitants, we do something haphazard with the second one. When the 
world has a name other than “The World” in the local tongue, or when the 
inhabitants call themselves something more specific than “People”, we make them 
use our names when we conquer them. (This didn’t happen on Hove, which we 
didn’t conquer, and which the hovens do not call Hove, ever.) One might argue that 
this is impolite. 


Mixing ThunbaZzorbo and Chariptaaan idioms (90/170) 


Roroku on Kyspert 


Jaraswat addressed the scholars from atop a hillock on Base Camp. “Our preliminary scrying 
and scouting suggests that Kyspert is the sort of world we are looking for. The kysps are clever 
and sophisticated, but neither their technology nor their sorcery is particularly great. The world is 
both pandrimp and kaperkonk, if | may mix ThunbaZorbo and Chariptaaan idioms.” 


Roroku muttered to Itharieth, “Why is Draconic not good enough for Jaraswat, do you know?” 


“| do not know! By Gormula’s formula, it may be the same mysterious affliction that causes me 
to spout rhyming nonsense epithets!”, whispered Itharieth. 


Which got a grin from Roroku. Jaraswat was less amused. “Using precisely-defined terminology 
is hardly an affliction. ‘Pandrimp’ means ‘rich and ready for conquest’, with connotations of a 


total lack of appropriate defenses and overweening wealth that the closest Grand Draconic word 
lacks. ‘Kaperkonk’ is similarly just the right word. You really ought to devote the half-day of 
spellcasting to learn a few useful languages, Roroku, Itharieth.” It would only be a half-day of 
spellcasting if they had access to Jaraswat’s collection of wixio-stolen linguistic competencies, 
which was on Chiriact and generally forbidden. 


“Now,” he continued, “Unless someone else wishes to display their feeble command of 
linguistics and general mental inferiority, may | continue? | shall! We shall take a delicate 
approach to Kyspert. We must, of course, learn all important things about it. But we shall not be 
flying about jn draco, casually pillaging from this and casually snacking on roasted kysps from 
that! We have learned that this is not our greatest skill. We shall assume disguises, we shall 
emit distractions, we shall learn and investigate in secrecy! Kyspert is shall be a jarraj in our 
collection: a gemstone used as the centerpiece of a broach or crown, in the extraordinarily apt 
jargon of the jewellers of Tospu Mokikanghu, for the ignorant among you.” 


“Rhosmanthus the illusionist shall have a particularly important task. When, let us say, Roroku 
or Itharieth, in carelessness or clumsiness, happens to reveal their true shape or their various 
natural capabilities, it will fall to Rhosmanthus to obscure their failure and confound the 
concerned kysps. Questhraum and Yarenton, if they can keep their paws off of each other for an 
hour” — the two of them flattened their ears, and untwined their tails from each other — “are his 
assistants, and have as their primary duty to discover and create suitably perplexing scenarios 
and stories for the use of Rnosmanthus.” 


Yarenton nodded. “All small peoples have their own standard form of ill-regarded nonsense 
story. On Chiriact, for example, all sorts of tall tales start with a chir wandering into the woods 
following a trail of, often, pink mushrooms, observing fogs over the moons, and encountering a 
fairy or a chimera, and the story gets weird from there. We shall find the equivalents of pink 
mushrooms and moon-fogs for the kysps, and Rhosmanthus shall supply them at need.” 


Jaraswat stared at Yarenton. “Yes, yes, you shall follow the ordinary procedures,” he snapped. 
“For the first round of scouts, | have chosen three dragons. Xilobrax the physical magicologist 
shall investigate in detail the technology and sorcery of the kysps, with the intent to discover any 
exotic, dangerous, or well-hidden capabilities they possess. Mirinxan shall measure the world, 
and shall map the world. Ithar... no, Itharieth can work from samples brought back. | shall 
choose another — Roroku shall go among the kysps and shall learn of their culture, their ways, 
their very dimneed!” Nobody dared ask him for a translation, but the word means ‘spiritual 
essence’ in the theology of the despised tappu sect on Hove, members of which Tarcuna often 
dates, so | suppose Jaraswat might have meant that ‘dimnheed’ instead of some other. 


Roroku, who had no training for that sort of investigation, curled her tail and crouched. 


Jaraswat %-spread his wings. “And remember! Kyspert is a world of the greatest value! | shall 
take failures as a personal affront! If one of you chances to spend the time enjoying your 
husband or husband-surrogate rather than performing your assigned task with diligence and 
expertise, it shall go the worse for you! | have the authority to veto one of you from the 


expedition, remember that!” (What he meant by this is something of a mystery. Osoth has that 
authority, though he would presumably consult with Jaraswat, and, more importantly, Tultamaan 
and myself.) 


“Now, why are you dawdling and remaining zenziz? Go to, go to!” he roared. 


Roroku vs Roroku (91/170) 


«Jyothky, are you there and have you a moment to speak with me?» asked Roroku. 


«lam here, in the sense of wearing the venstroma. | am also here in the sense of curled up with 
my husband, resting my chin on his sleeping shoulder, kept awake by thunder. It could scarcely 
be a better time to speak with you.» 


«You have such a gentle husband,» she wrote. 


«He’s a fierce as a thunderstorm in a fury!» | answered, because “gentle” is not generally a 
good thing to say about a dragon, and because Nrararn’s collected and annoying thunderstorms 
were rather what | was thinking of. 


«l mean, he’s gentle with you,» said Roroku. 


«That's true enough,» | said. «He sometimes has a bit of trouble keeping up with me.» Which 
sounds like sexual boasting if you look at it the right way, and hence, is a normal and polite way 
for one adult dragoness to speak to another. | don’t specifically know what it means in my case. 
Perhaps it’s literally true: when I’m wearing a speedy-flight spell and Nrararn isn’t, he can’t keep 
up with me. Or perhaps I’m admitting that | have too many projects and tend to call Nrararn in to 
help me at the most awkward times. 


Roroku was not, however, seeking polite conversation. «I shouldn’t be complaining about 
Gyovanth. He’s a noble from Chiriact after all.» 


«Well, Tarcuna has persuaded me that the right to complain is one of the most fundamental 
rights of all living things, and you’re welcome to say anything ill about Chiriact nobility to me. | 
won't be offended.» Due to a minor political spat with Chiriact last week over contaminated 
whiskey (their point of view) or intentionally phenolated whiskey because hovens like it that way 
and dragons can drink it but chirs shouldn't (our point of view). 


«l mustn't complain about my husband,» wrote Roroku. «| didn’t write to you for that.» 


«Oh, | can start!» | answered immediately, because | am an utter idiot and thought she wanted 
permission from her social superior to complain, which me complaining would be. «He has a 
thunderstorm collection. We live in a cave complex some of the time, and he keeps 
thunderstorms in it. They go crashing and booming at all hours, and the thunder echoes all 
around, and it’s terrible for sleeping. Crazy sky wizard husband!» 


«You've gone exploring in disguise, haven’t you?» she wrote. 


«Not from Nrararn!» | answered. «He’d recognize me in any shape.» (As would any dragon. The 
astral parts of me don’t change shape with my material body.) «I’ve gone exploring with Nrararn 
once. Well, it was more undercover political espionage than exploring per se. That was a long 
time ago, during the conquest.» 


«That’s what | mean. Going into a strange world in disguise and learning things,» she said. «| 
don’t know how to do it at all. What kind of training did you have?» 


«Oh! Osoth has you doing scouting?» 


«Jaraswat. | think he wants me to fail and to ruin Kyspert. Everyone hates me in the expedition 
anyways, I’m the least useful dragon here, and they just want an excuse to kick me out,» wrote 
Roroku. 


Dragons do not ordinarily talk like that, so | finally realized that this was not a casual 
conversation. «That’s not actually true. Osoth and Tultamaan aren't that happy with you from 
duodecades ago, but they have both said that your recent work is making up for it. They don’t 
like you but they don’t hate you either and generally consider you to be paying your debt to 
them. Itharieth and Evrath like you, for two. The only dragon | talk to regularly who has spoken 
poorly of you is Vaareng, and that’s more about him resenting married couples than anything 
actually about you; it was always HyxyandNgassithandRorokuandGyovanth, one word, and now 
it's RorokuandGyovanth.» What the two-thirds of the dragons | am on less chatty terms with 
think of her is a mystery to me. 


«Jaraswat hates me.» 
«Jaraswat is not my confidant. | think he hates me too.» 


«He’s my leader though,» wrote Roroku. «He wants me to go scouting, in disguise, and fail and 
ruin everything.» 


«l rather he doubts he wants everything ruined. That would claw up his honor at least as much 
as yours,» | answered. «But | had a great deal of fun when | went scouting in disguise. 
Especially the time | did it alone, before we started conquering Hove. None of the hovens really 
believed in dragons then, so | barely had to work at it. | learned all sorts of important things —» 
(mostly by accident) «— and had a wonderful time at it, too.» 


«Really? How did you do it?» 


So | told her a bit, and eventually just transcribed that section of my diary for her. It is not the 
story of a brilliant and intrepid explorer. It is the story of a naive, self-centered, and 
dragon-centered little girl who is just starting to get the first little bit wiser. (She still ought to get 
a great deal wiser, as of the time of writing this book, but let us leave that embarrassing and 
shameful point aside.) She laughed at it here and there, like the time | hired a prostitute instead 


of a tour guide and didn’t notice for an hour, and never used her professional services at all. It is 
this sort of insightful wisdom and efficient economy that makes me suitable to be Queen of 
Hove. 


«So if you don’t get written up in the Kyspian newspapers as having devoured a woman on the 
city street, and don’t leave the city with the Kyspian equivalent of war-planes chasing you, you'll 
be doing better than | was. And Jaraswat had better not complain,» | concluded. «I think you 
can manage that.» 


«Oh, thank you,» she wrote. 


«Honestly if you just stay in kysp shape and don’t talk about the dragons lurking outside the 
universe, they might think you’re a stupid, confused, amnesiac kysp, but you won't ruin the 
exploration,» | said. 


«l can do that!» Which was the first non-morose thing | had seen her write in hours. 


«You can!» 


Roroku on Kyspert (92/170) 


Roroku on Kyspert 


So Roroku was the third of us (or fourth if Gemuse counts; the minikin certainly does not) on 
Kyspert, and the one that | followed the most closely, because she was much more entertaining 
than the increasingly tendentious and ridiculous whiskey incident. (Naturally the most 
tendentious and ridiculous of the Chiriact dragons was Gyovanth’s mother, so giving the 
occasional report about what her son was up to was, at least, a good way to distract her from 
her poisoned slaves. Especially when, by rumor, Gyovanth and a temporarily-dragoness 
Xilobrax were flirting extensively while Roroku was busy. My rumors were probably 
exaggerated, but they were definitely rumors.) 


Roroku took the form of a Chiriact songbird and flew through the cyclone to Kyspert. She found 
herself in a world of floating islands, or floating lumps anyhow. Being an expert at disguise and 
espionage, she peered at them until she saw a small flying creature, and took that creature’s 
shape. «l am an odd sort of aerial eel, with fins or fans sticking off where a bird would have 
wings, and my tail is long and finny too. There is definitely gravity here, | can feel it, but | seem 
to have some sort of levity or anti-gravity organ. A very hot organ too: it feels feverish.» | relayed 
some of the conversation to Itharieth. He sent questions; she cast analysis spells. «l have many 
veins going around the levity organs, and many veins in my fins. | would say that a sky-eel’s 
body expects the levitator to get hot, and needs to cool it off.» 


She left off investigating the sky-eel species from the inside, and fluttered off to the nearest of 
the floating lumps. «It’s a sort of forky spiky mass: fifty yards radius or so, say. Imagine a 
snowflake that didn’t want to grow flat or symmetrical. That beard under it is a forest of dangling, 


swaying plants hanging off the bottom. The local sky-eel population is large and wants to 
investigate newcomers, but | don’t feel like being investigated so | gave them a tiny brushing 
with my hukuchéo and they flew off.» Not much that lives entirely in the material world can 
endure the touch of a dragon’s hukuchd. 


«Now | am looking at the surface of the lump. It is made of wood! Sort of like wood anyhow. It’s 
a myriad of little wooden polyhedra, a half-inch in diameter or so, stuck together irregularly face 
to face. Each one has holes in some of its faces, and a little tiny tentacled creature living in it. 
Yes, Itharieth, I'll use analysis spells ... that’s odd. The creatures are joined to the wooden 
polyhedra, and grow them.» Itharieth and Roroku discussed the matter. «It’s a lot like coral, 
then, but with wooden shells, living in the sky. Sky-coral. We can call it scoral.» 


«lt’s hot, too. Each of the living scoral creatures has an organ that’s like my levitators — 
me-the-sky-eel’s levitators. They get hot, and | suppose those tiny tentacles are to dissipate the 
heat as well as grab things. They're hot enough to glow. No, they’re hot the way light bulbs are 
hot, not the way glowing metal is hot: they’re mostly glow and only a bit of heat. The light 
twinkles out of the holes in the shell. Actually that’s all the light | can see. Kyspert is pretty 
well-lit, but it’s all scoral-light and eel-light and such. Oh, yes, there are some glowing sky-eels, 
of much bigger species than me. I’m about a foot long, and the glowing ones are nearly a yard.» 


She swam among scoral jags, and tasted the local butterflies like the other sky-eels. «Fatty and 
sour, like buttered sorrel,» she reported. She disturbed a plant’s dry pods, spilling its seeds out 
to bobble forth, lofted by their own tiny glowing levitation organs. «Hard and bitter, but aromatic 
and oily, like ... seeds. Coffee beans, perhaps. The sky-eels eat a lot of them.» 


And then, «Oh! There’s a kysp!» 


The kysp was, to a first glance, devoted entirely to the activity of proving that it was an intelligent 
being rather than an animal. It had a clever sort of scissor in one tentatail, made out of wood 
and set with sharp green crystal blades, with which it was snipping occasional blossoms off of 
the lower vegetation and popping them into a leather saddlebag which it wore around its midriff. 
In the other tentatail it held a wooden plaque upon which were several rows of markings, and 
the kysp occasionally held the plaque to one of its body-eyes to read them. It warbled 
melodically to itself. 


«l wonder what it’s saying,» said Roroku. 


«You must know The Spilling of the Speech», | reminded her. Which of course she did, though 
only the child’s version that requires bodily contact. (Which is the one | know too.) So she darted 
forth and bonked into the kysp, who swatted at her with the plaque. Which she could now read, 
and learn that it said something like: 


Ka-twu-thu is like the nga-nwa bloom 


And sweet like nga-nwa honey 


Without her I'd go to my tomb 

But with her, all is money! 
Roroku on Kyspert 2 (93/170) 
«lt said, and | quote, ‘Clumsy sky-eels! Are fermented dwa-nel bugs making it drunk?’» 
«Kysp isn’t that sophisticated so far, is it?» 


«l had best go chat with this fur-pin and learn all about their crude romantic poetry and wooden 
scissors,» Roroku wrote. 


So she fluttered around behind some bushes that grew out of the side of the scoral, and turned 
into a kysp herself. «This is a bit awkward. | don’t have levity organs any more. | have to hold on 
to things. Or cast a spell, | guess.» 


«Nine legs and two tentatails ought to be enough to be enough to hold on with!» | scribbled, 
without the least bit of sympathy. 


«No magic just now,» said Roroku. «And shapeshifting doesn’t count. This is a bit awkward, 
climbing from talonhold to talonhold on bushes on the side of a seriously overgrown giant 
floating sky-coral. Oh! There’s our florist, just reaching a tentatail around the bush!» 


“Sorry, | didn’t see you there, | thought | was all alone!” said the kysp to Roroku. “Actually, are 
you all right?” 


“Why shouldn’t | be all right?” asked Roroku. 


“Well, you’re quite utterly naked, and clinging to that ywa-gu bush with six or seven claws as if 
you’re dizzy or drunk,” said the kysp. 


“What should | be wearing?” asked Roroku. 


“What any decent, | mean, well, normal, person would wear. A bandarella around your privates 
at least, and belt and saddlebags. Are you sure you're all right?” The kysp darted its tentatail 
back. “Oh, no, is your spouse here, or coming to meet you? I’m so sorry to interrupt!” 


“Nothing like that. Just me,” said Roroku. 


“Right. Well, I’m here cutting flowers.” The kysp turned the eyes on her tentatails away from her. 
“For my fiancée. Who does not want me staring at naked people in the side-bushes.” She 
waited and said in a pleading, embarrassed voice, “Won't you please put your clothes on?” 


“| don’t have any clothes,” said Roroku. 


Roroku and Dze-Ts-Kwy (95/170) 


«Roroku, don’t you remember how to shapeshift to clothed?» | wrote, when she told 
me. 


«ln theory but I’ve never done it,» she wrote back. «l never played at being a 
mhelvul schoolgirl like you did.» 


«Well, practice before your next trip. It's very useful when you’re spying. Saves 
immensely on laundry, and you don’t have to figure out how to tie a tippet or twist a 
toga.» 


“It would be un-Kogoan to leave you out here alone, naked and dizzy. But it’s sinful to even be 
with you naked. Bother and botherly!” The kysp pulled a rolled-up cloth bag out of its saddlebag. 
“Here. | can slit the sides of this and you can wear it as a bandarella.” 


«...Does that count as tribute?» asked Roroku. 


«lt counts as the kysp doing its best to help a stranger. Take it. You’re going to want 
to know how to wear a bandarella anyways.» 


“Thank you,” said Roroku in a somewhat quavery and uncertain voice. The kysp took her tone 
as a sign of weakness and need, and cut the bag into a long strip with her shears and handed 
or tentatailed it to her. It is hard to avert your eyes when you have eleven of them, one on the 
limb that you are using, and all of them together giving you full-sphere vision, but the kysp tried. 


Roroku took the cloth. It is far harder than it seems to twist a haphazard strip of cloth into a 
lemniscate around a squirming weasel body using only a pair of tentatails, even if that body is 
temporarily your own and nominally ought to be cooperative. Several difficult eternities later, 
Roroku said, “I think | have it.” 


The kysp, who had been cutting a few more flowers, looked at her with a hand-eye. “Would you 
like a bit of help, miss...? | don’t recall your name.” 


“I’m Roroku, and yes, do help,” said Roroku. 


“Well, Ro-Ro-Ku, I’m going to need to reach near there to adjust the cloth. You mustn't take that 
as any impropriety on my part, nor as an offer of anything that Dwwir or my fiancée would 
disapprove of,” said the kysp, and tugged nervously at the shaggy edges of the bag. “There, 
now you can climb back to town and not show off your bribbly bits to everyone. I’m Dze-Ts-Kwy 
of Nwa-Bher, myself. Where did you say you were from?” 


“| didn’t say...” said Roroku, or, as | shall call her when she’s pretending to be a kysp, 
Ro-Ro-Ku. 


“Well, of course you didn’t,” said Dze-Ts-Kwy, perhaps a bit irritated. "Would you say, please?” 


“| can’t remember ever being in a single town in all of Kyspert, nor any scoral but this one” said 
Ro-Ro-Ku. (This is a tricky point. No dragon likes to lie. Those who do lie, experience 
unpleasant vericeptive sensations which | transcribe as vile smells when writing in languages 
used by people without veriception. So we generally phrase things in truthful but misleading 
ways, like this.) 


“Have you been taking mind-scrambling compounds?” asked Dze-Ts-Kwy. “Or suffered a sharp 
blow about the braincase?” 


«What should | say?”» 


«Play amnesiac! Get sympathy! Get charity! Look around from the convenient 
spying position of not having to explain anything and having the perfect excuse to 
ask every question about everything!» | advised. 


“| don’t think so ... | don’t remember anything on Kyspert from before an hour ago,” said 
Ro-Ro-Ku. 


“Bother and botherly! | don’t know what to do here. Still, Fra-Dwa has delivered you to my 
tentatails... I'd best take you back to Nwa-Bher. What's the last thing you do remember?” 


“|... | thought | was in the shape of a sky-eel, swimming from another scoral to this one. Can 
that possibly be true?” asked Ro-Ro-Ku. 


“Perhaps a hallucinogenic concoction? Or a bad fever? May | lay a tent-pad on your central 
body, again without the slightest erotic intent?” Ro-Ro-Ku agreed, and Dze-Ts-Kwy palpitated 
her upper body. “No fever or chill. Does this hurt? Does this? No? Well, | don’t think you’re 
diseased or brain-injured, and | don’t smell shpe-der on your breath or mpwa-ko smoke on your 
clothes. H’m. Did you abandon your clothes because they smelled too much of mpwa-ko?” 


“| don’t remember any such thing. I’ve never taken mpwa-ko, or shpe-der either,” said 
Ro-Ro-Ku. 


“I’m glad you remember your name,” said Dze-Ts-Kwy. “Assuming that is actually your name 
and not three random syllables strung together; it’s outlandish. | think you need to get to a 


physician.” 


Ro-Ro-Ku on Kyspert (96/170) 


Ro-Ro-Ku on Kyspert 


Ro-Ro-Ku and Dze-Ts-Kwy made their way through the cracks and spars of the Bher, the scoral 
island Roroku had picked. | got a running commentary, which | will summarize thus: 


1. Travelling by foot is in no way preferable to travelling by wing. Having nine or eleven feet 
does not improve the situation over having four. 

2. The vegetation on Kyspert is quite variable. One set of plants grows on the tops of 
scoral; a wholly different set grows on the sides; a third set grows underneath. (Later on 
she and Itharieth would figure out that the concept of ‘plant’ is not quite right for Kyspert: 
scorals have some characteristics of both the plants and animals of normal worlds, and 
the wild variety of non-scoral growing things all should be categorized in the 
usually-modest categories of epiphytes and parasites. | am not sure why anyone but 
biologists should find this exciting, but they do, so | will mention it this once in case you 
are one.) 

3. It is inconvenient to travel along the spiky surface of a scoral. One must climb from here 
to there, taking care that at least two or three of your feet and tentatails are holding on at 
every instant. Once Ro-Ro-Ku and Dze-Ts-Kwy had to get from one point to another one 
five yards away, but they were five yards of air, and the actual path wandered some 
eighty or ninety yards along scoral surfaces. 

4. As they got closer to Nwa-Bher, such gaps tended to be bridged. Kysps are very careful 
about making bridges, perhaps because they have to make so many of them out of such 
inferior materials. A typical bridge is made by fastening a preserved treetrunk to both 
sides of the bridge with preserved leather or bark bands. (“Preserved” by considerable 
shellac. Kyspert is a very wet world, and unprotected wood rots fast.) Then exactly nine 
ropes are strung parallel to the treetrunk, at a convenient reach from it. Not that any kysp 
uses one claw on each of the ropes; it is a tradition. But having many independent 
strands of bridge is important! Every kysp can expect to have one strand of bridge fail 
under them in their lifetime — it is so common as to be a dozen proverbs — so, as the 
first proverb goes, “nine talon-holds is life.” 

5. Being a small mammal clambering through cascades of huge ferns, and seeing scoral 
islands twinkling in the distance though the endless void of Kyspert, is a rather glorious 
thing. [The void isn’t actually endless, as I’m sure | will explain sometime, but even a 
dragon’s eyes cannot see clearly for more than a mile or so through such humid air, so it 
looks endless.] 

6. But climbing isn’t glorious. It's awkward. 


Eventually they stopped climbing, after an epic voyage that must have taken them at /easta 
quarter of an hour. Scoral islands are not very big. Neither are kysps, and of course “the 
straightest path lacks sufficient claw-holds”, as Dze-Ts-Kwy proverbed at Ro-Ro-Ku more than 
once. 


“Now we are here, in Nwa-Bher, in the center of Bher,” said Dze-Ts-Kwy. The city didn’t look all 
that big at first. It was a cluster of immense lacquered pods or gourds, leather tents, and 
peculiar wooden polyhedra, stretching between dozens of thinner spars and spikes of scoral. 
But it probably held about 20736 people.(¢) A flat-world city would have needed land for 144 x 
144 people, which is a lot of land. A three-dimensional city only requires space for 27 x 28 x 28 
or so, which means it can be much more compact. (Actually many Hoven cities on the flattish 
world of Hove do this with very tall buildings where many hovens live packed tightly. They're 
usually not very nice, and the hovens who live there hate it. (Also the landlords are generally 


dreadful people who make promises of good service that they never fulfil. | didn’t enjoy the week 
or two | spent in one of them.) But kysps naturally live in a three-dimensional state of mind, even 
if they have to cling to the sides of things rather than levitate.) 


(+6) That’s 124; Jyothky insists on duodecimal in all things. 20,000 is just as good 
an estimate. The actual number might be anywhere from 10,000 to 30,000, and that 
only if you trust Roroku’s powers of estimation. A census taken by the kysps some 
years later, after several population-modifying events, came up with 47,228. —BB 
and Jy. 


Medicine on Kyspert (96/170) 


“Now, you should go to see Dr. Naw-Fan. She'll cure your amnesia in a flash,” said Dze-Ts-Kwy. 


[And now it is inevitably time for a note on kysp pronouns. Kysp genders are 
maddening to think about, so of course kysp languages don’t have gendered 
pronouns like ‘he’ or ‘she’. They have either one or two third-person singular 
pronouns, and when they have two they either refer to high- and low-status 
individuals, or members of the locally dominant religion and non-members. So | will 
use ‘he’ and ‘she’, because it sounds better that way. | will either use the individual's 
sex at the time | first introduce them when | know it, or roll a die when | do not. | will 
arbitrarily count everyone who is not in male phase as being female, because it 
amuses me no end to have the females outnumber the males. Which is a silly 
conceit from a dragoness who has been outnumbered by drakes all her life! In any 
case, the pronouns | use for kysps have only a weak connection to their sex at the 
moment they are introduced, and far less to their sex later on, and these are details 
that matter not at all to the kysps. | have no idea what sex Dr. Naw-Fan was or is, 
but my dieroll came up 9, so she gets ‘she’. — JY] 


“Oh, dear,” said Dr. Naw-Fan, who was a chubby and dull-green kysp wearing a black 
bandarella and a white some-other-kind-of-garment, and who worked inside of a tremendous 
dry gourd hung about with platforms and crossbars and swinging bags of herbs and seeds, 
racks of probes and scalpels, and jugs and vases and jars. Ro-Ro-Ku submitted to a detailed 
examination. All that | heard of it was that, whenever the doctor inserted something into her, she 
took care to clean and sterilize it with vodka before and after. 


“Well, physically, you are in the very center of health,” said Dr. Naw-Fan. “You are neither 
bruised nor contused, and there is not the slightest sign of any injury. Not to give you a 
headache, much less loss of memory. Next we consider drugs. There is no stink of alcohol or 
shpe-der on your breath, no cloudiness indicative of certain other drugs in your excreta, no 
signs of an incision which could introduce still others into your blood directly. The most plausible 
cause | can think of is that you might have been wrapped in leather and rendered unable to 
breathe for long enough to injure your brain, but not quite long enough to kill you. There is a 
case study or two of this happening, though usually the result is death. Of course you show no 


visible signs of struggle either. Did you do this thing voluntarily? Or were you assailed, but show 
no signs of a struggle? Your situation is utterly mystery.” 


“I’m sorry,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. “I have no idea what to do about that. I’ve never been an utter 
mystery before.” She chuckled, which for kysps involves snuffling with both breathing-holes. “Or 
maybe | do it every day, for all | Know!” As far as | know, that is the first joke Roroku has made in 
three duodecades. 


“The question arises of what we shall do with you. You are clearly in no shape for us to set loose 
to go wandering about, to make your way in the world as best you can,” said the doctor. “I shall 
consult with Mayor Nao-Vim-We, and with Dze-Ts-Kwy who brought you in. Wait here for a 
moment. My assistant will bring you refreshments and damp cloths,” said the doctor. 


“The damp cloths are for what purpose, doctor?” 


“Comfort on this quite hot day,” said the doctor, and departed. 


Wicked Plots of Mayor (97/170) 


Roroku was not truly amnesiac, and, indeed, had not forgotten a bit of the information magic 
she had studied. Scrying on the doctor was a simple enough matter. And this is what she saw 
and heard. 


“Mayor Nao-Vim-We, highest-caste kysp of Bher, | have examined the newcomer,” 
said the doctor. “May | report?” 


“By all means it is fitting and proper that you report! | have been waiting for nothing 
else this past hour!” The mayor, by tradition, ought to have been a corpulent old 
kysp heavy with graft and wickedness. In fact he was a slender and quite nervous 
young [I roll a die here and get 25 -- Jy] man. | don’t know about the graft and 
wickedness. 


“You may have my report. You must wait for answers,” said the doctor, and told 
what she had learned. 


“That's not helpful,” said the mayor. 


“| was under the misimpression you wished for truth rather than helpfulness,” said 
the doctor. 


“Dr. Naw-Fan, please, | do wish for truth. | intend no displeasure for your part in 
this. Instead | express consternation.” 


“Consternation with whose part in it?” 


“| don’t know! Let us enumerate the possibilities,” said the mayor. “First, of course, 
is that this Ro-Ro-Ku is a kysp who lost her hold on some scoral above us, and fell 


to Bher. The experience was so traumatic and unpleasant that she has somehow 
lost all memory. Nonetheless it was not so physically bad as to injure her in the 
slightest.” 


“| suppose that this could be the case,” said the doctor. “It would be unusual, from a 
medical clawhold.” 


“Second, | suppose, is that she took some strange new drug that destroys the 
memory. | am not sure how she got to Bher in this case,” said the mayor. 


Dze-Ts-Kwy arched up to speak. “One story could be that some wicked pharmacist 
is experimenting with new drugs. She gave Ro-Ro-Ku a dose, and found it 
destroyed her mind. He disposed of her on another scoral, not wishing to have her 
found, and not wishing to entirely kill her.” 


“| suppose that could have occurred,” said the mayor. “An implausible story, to be 
sure, but the situation is entirely implausible. A more plausible story, which has the 
advantage of being physically possible and not require some mysterious new drug, 
is that Ro-Ro-Ku is a criminal or fugitive herself. She has some reason to flee 
whatever scoral she came from, and make a new life for herself in a place where 
she has no past.” 


The doctor expressed polite disagreement, by means of a gesture of curled 
tentatails. “If this is the plot, it is very clumsily done. Coming to a new scoral naked 
and peniless, feigning amnesia and attracting all manner of curiosity, seems like a 
very bad way to manage it. She would have been better off with clothes and money, 
hiring herself as a servant or laborer or whatever. For that matter, why Nwa-Bher? 
Why not a much larger city, where there are so many kysps that a new one more or 
less is not notable?” 


Wicked Plots of Mayor (98/170) 


The mayor said, “Il have no answers for these questions. Perhaps, if this choice is the case, 
Ro-Ro-Ku will explain. A related choice, which Dze-Ts-Kwy has been fretting about, is that she 
is actually a Vemian spy or agent provocateur. Again, why attracting so much attention? And 
why Nwa-Bher, a city of no particular interest in the war? | suppose a Vemian base here could 
be of some use to them. But | do not think that our faith is notably weak or easily swayed.” 


Dze-Ts-Kwy stretched her tentatails. “I propose we give her a test for this. Give her some 
Vemian holy seals to desecrate. If she does so, she risks eternal contamination of her soul. 
Would any Vemian devout enough to be a spy do so?” 


”... Perhaps so?” mused the doctor. “She may be anticipating some vile ceremony of atonement 
upon her return. Or, | suppose, she may have some even more vile ceremony of preemptive 


atonement for whatever blasphemies and crimes she commits here. | don’t know enough 
Vemian theology to know if this is even possible.” 


“But this does lead into another possibility,” said Dze-Ts-Kwy excitedly. “She might be a test 
from the gods — a messenger or angel — even a god herself!” [«Close enough» | said, when 
Roroku reported this.] “Since this is a holy war and a time of testing of all kyspkind, it could be 
that the gods sent her to see how we treat her, like in the story of Do-Sja-Sje-Swa.” 


“The revelations of Ko-Go-Nwa could be enough divine intervention for our generation,” said the 
doctor. “But the Vemians say that Vem-Thu was the last and final prophet, and there will be no 
more. Ko-Go-Nwa says no such nonsense, and, indeed, is a counterexample. So it is 
theologically possible that the gods might send another even while Ko-Go-Nwa is alive.” 


“Or perhaps the Vemians have assassinated Ko-Go-Nwa and we haven't heard yet, as they 
threatened when St. Smu-Vhan executed Vem-Thu. Oh, let it not be so!” 


“Well, were that the case, we would soon hear. Let us not multiply possibilities endlessly!” said 
the mayor. “We have enough of them already. Faller, drug victim, fugitive, spy, angel. A pity 
there’s only one of her, so we have to treat her in a single way. Here is how | propose we 
proceed. Let us treat her as if she were a faller, but treat her well, so that if she is an angel the 
gods will be pleased. If she is a drug victim or an innocent fugitive, the same will work. If she is a 
wicked fugitive, | shall not fuss, so long as she is not wicked here. | do not think that 
unnecessary kindness will be a moral or spiritual blot upon us! But let us ask questions of other 
scorals, to see if anyone such as her is missing.” 


“This is 4/5 of a good plan,” said the doctor. “What if she is a spy?” 


“We must test her, inconclusive though it be, and watch her. And if we can think of anything that 
should remain secret, we should take steps to conceal it from her. | can’t, though.” (Evidently 
mayors are not trained in military matters; knowing the population of Nwa-Bher, and its likely 
combat strength, are the first things a spy would want to know.) “Dze-Ts-Kwy, you have aided 
her so far. If she is an angel, perhaps she is sent to you. Would you and your fiancée Ka-twu-thu 
be willing to attend to her, to treat her well, and to tell us if she is doing anything indicative of 
spying or provocateuring? The city will pay a suitable fee for this.” 


“Oh, can |?” said Dze-Ts-Kwy. “I will talk to Ka-twu-thu as soon as may be. | predict that, given 
her finances and her personality, she will be eager to do so.” 


(Ka-twu-thu was duly fetched, briefed, persuaded, and enrolled into the civil service.) 


“Ah, | hope we have not kept you waiting unduly,” said the doctor back to Ro-Ro-Ku. “We have 
one more test to perform: a test of orthodoxy, not of medicine. Behold, here are two sheets of 
paper. One has the names and symbols of Vem-Thu, the Last Prophet. The other has the 


names and symbols of Ko-Go-Nwa, the New Prophet. | lay them on the floor, thus. Desecrate 
one of them, venerate the other. The choice is yours.” 


Roroku, without hesitation, and with gestures that she had researched as best she could with a 
few information spells, arched over the symbol of Vem-Thu and sprayed it with excreta. She 
shook herself off, and went to the symbol of Ko-Go-Nwa, and curled up in a tight donut, like an 
infant kysp on her parent. 


“Thank you, Ro-Ro-Ku,” said the doctor. She beckoned to her assistant, who plunged the 
desecrated signs into a fire. The doctor, the mayor, and Dze-Ts-Kwy spoke privately for a 
moment — “She did it without hesitating or wincing. If she’s a spy, she’s a brazen one indeed.” 
— “We have done what we can do in a difficult and confusing situation. Dze-Ts-Kwy, you and 
Ka-twu-thu are now our city’s last defense against her, if she is a spy. And our first supplication 
to her, if she is an angel.” — “We are ready and all eagerness!” 


“Very well, Ro-Ro-Ku. Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-Twu-Thu have agreed to take care of you for the time 
being. We will try to find out where you originally come from,” said the doctor. 


“Thank you for all of your attention. | shall do what | can do to be a good guest and to repay 
your hospitality,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. 


Which she did, in the way befitting an astral dragon. Which is to say, with violence, sorcery, 
betrayal, and conquest. 


Travels on Kyspert (99/170) 


Travels on Kyspert 


It was cooking time! Ro-Ro-Ku had been charged with cracking nuts, using an ingenious 
hinged-board nutcracker, and after that she was to wash and chop succulent leaves. 
Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-twu-thu did the actual cooking, about which more later. Cooking leads 
naturally to conversation, which is an excellent opportunity for spycraft. “Tell me the truths of 
Ko-Go-Nwa, for | yearn to hear them,” said Ro-Ro-Ku, knowing that Ka-twu-thu in particular was 
quite devout. 


“Oh! Ko-Go-Nwa the New Prophet came through Nwa-Bher three years ago! We saw her then, 
and listened to her words ourselves!” [The dice say | should call Ko-Go-Nwa female, and | will 
call her opponent Vem-Thu male for contrast. Also, ‘three years’ is an estimate only, since 
Kyspert does not have obvious regular cycles like years. The kysps use biological terms. ‘One 
year’, literally ‘neuter-duration’ is ‘The average time a normal kysp is neuter or hermaphroditic’. 
‘Three years’, literally ‘shortest-female-duration’, is ‘the shortest time that a normal kysp is male 
or female’, and ‘Six years’, literally ‘iongest-male-duration’, is ‘the longest time that a normal 
kysp is male or female’. None of these is a precise interval, nor does one expect the ratios to be 
exactly 1:3:6.] 


“Oh, that must have been glorious!” said Ro-Ro-Ku, following my advice. “Tell me what it was 
like!” 


“She told us all the true things of the age! Of ko-oc, the color of the blessed! The history of the 
world from the union of Dwwir and Fra-Dwa down through the present day! Of the wickedness 
of Vem-Thu, which is compelling the gods to roast sin out of the world even as the toxicity is 
roasted out of those gnacorns you are cracking!” 


This will be a lot easier to explain as an essay than as dialog. I’m not entirely sure that it all 
correct — rather, that it is exactly what proper Kogoans and/or Vemians believe. Not very much 
of it is actually true. To start with, there are no gods on Kyspert, so Dwwir and Fra-Dwa and 
Nir-Wo aren't real. 


Oh, and apologies for any Kogoan bias. We — Roroku — learned more from them than from the 
others. 


Compare and Contrast the Major Religions of the Kysps 


First of all, the kysps have at least four main religions, or sects of a single religion. Two of them 
are new: Vemianism, from the recently-assassinated Last Prophet Vem-Thu, and Kogoanism, 
from the now-middle-aged New Prophet Ko-Go-Nwa. We estimate that these include nearly half 
of the population; both sects are growing, and quite energetic. The other 
two-or-three-or-whatever, Yarsianism and Swetate and such, are still a majority, but diminishing, 
and lack intensity. Many kysps who are counted as attached to an old religion are somewhat 
involved with a new one as well. 


Now, all of these religions have a lot in common. They all worship Dwwir and Fra-Dwa and 
Nir-Wo, though they don’t exactly agree on the details of their story. They share many important 
doctrines, including concepts of ritual purity and major ceremonies. So, from a sufficiently 
removed point of view — like that of the dragon queen of Hove — they are all essentially the 
same religion and the holy wars are massive fights about approximately nothing. The kysps 
involved see it rather differently. 


So: everykysp is required to be consecrated in one of the religions, on pain of being tossed off 
of their scoral. (Not quite a death sentence, as one frequently will manage to land on another 
one and survive, but a guarantee of exile and injury and humiliation.) Changing sect is not too 
hard. Religion is mixed completely with civic governance, with the sects acting like political 
parties. So they have scorals like Nwa-Bher, in which Kogoans are dominant, and others in 
which, say, the Swetate bosses and ministers kept most kysps consecrated as Swetate even 
though they are following Kogoan practices and beliefs. 


Beyond that, there are tons of details of more or less common theology, but | don’t see any point 
to describing it here. The fun is in the differences. 


Caste System 


Vem-Thu introduced a caste system. (Technically not castes because they are determined by 
vatic Vemian priests, not heredity, and people can be recasted in certain situations.) There are 
seven castes, with nearly everyone fitting into the middle three castes. The lower castes are 
required to obey the upper ones, on pain of Hell. Somehow (the Kogoans point out), the most 
useful converts and church hierarchy wind up in the upper castes, and this system is a 
hypocritical means of putting the Vemians in charge of everyone else. 


This might have gone over much better with the Kogoans, except that Vem-Thu placed 
Ko-Go-Nwa in the lowest caste. This puts her in a very small and select category indeed, 
accompanied by the greatest traitors and villains and evildoers of all time. Not only is 
Ko-Go-Nwa herself damned, but merely listening to her say a word is enough to damn a kysp 
for weeks. 


The Kogoan saint (or fanatic, or devil-man, depending on one’s perspective) who assassinated 
Vem-Thu made sure to do it soon after this proclamation, so, by his own theology, Vem-Thu is 
damned for the contact he had with Ko-Go-Nwa when he inspected and conferred with her. 


Where is Heaven? (100/170) 
Where Is Heaven? 


For Kogoans, the realm of the gods is the Boiling Ocean. This is orthodox. This is also obvious. 
As one approaches the Boiling Ocean, plant life becomes more lush and varied. The wealthy 
regions of Kyspert are generally the lower ones. Extrapolating just a bit, the gods obviously live 
down that way, just a bit further. 


For Vemians, as for various smaller sects in the past, the gods are purer and more subtle than 
is possible for matter, and so they dwell in the most matter-free regions of Kyspert, which 
everyone else calls the Upper Hell, and the Vemians call the Upper Heaven. (There is of course 
no Lower Heaven for Vemians.) 


Which brings us to kyspography. At this point in Kysp’s history, kysps knew only about the inside 
of Kyspert. Kyspert is a flattened sphere, very flat at the bottom and not so flat at the top, a 
couple gross miles in longer radii and just over a gross-mile high. It is surrounded by a shell that 
is precisely 23.87 yards thick, and frictionless, and a lattice of a peculiar metal held in place by 
tangential coibrations — but that is getting ahead of the story, for Roroku the analysis mage 
figured that out. 


Kysps, of course, live on the inside of Kyspert. 


The bottom of the world is full of the Boiling Ocean. For reasons that were then not known, the 
bottom of the world was quite hot: specifically, at about the boiling point of the rich mineral broth 
that makes a half-mile-deep ocean. Again getting ahead of the story, the broth is more than a 


twelfth minerals and other interesting substances. More importantly, the steam from the broth is 
nearly three parts per 144 composed of minerals and other interesting substances, and this 
hearty steam is what scorals and epiphytes feed upon. 


And to get far ahead of the story, the Boiling Ocean is not a deadly desert. Oh, no ordinary 
creature with less protection than a dragon’s spells can live there. But a limited but vibrant 
ecology of heat-loving plankton and krill and whatnots lives there. The actually boiling parts of 
the ocean are too hot for them, but they flourish in the cooler areas. 


Cooked Layer 


The mile or two above the Boiling Ocean is the Cooked Layer. It’s hot! And humid! And hot! And 
rainy! And hot! Kysps can’t live there; they get steamed to death. Other things can and do. 
Scorals and epiphytes, of course, of species adapted for lots of steam. Cold-tolerant crawling 
things that are probably relatives of the krill in the Boiling Ocean. Heat-tolerant larger things that 
are clearly relatives of animals that live above. 


Kysps wearing breathing gear and protective suits had been exploring the Cooked Layer now 
and then for the last few duodecades. Lots of them died. The survivors brought back wondrous 
tales of gigantic plants, bizarrely-mutated animals, lush steam forests. So they kept on 
exploring, and generally but not always dying. 


Habitations 


This is where kysps live. It’s seven to ten miles thick, with the middle seven miles being 
temperate and comfortable to kysps (or, say, vilely hot for hovens, not that any hovens are ever 
going to Kyspert). The mile or two below the middle seven is very hot but endurable, and kysps 
live there. The mile or two above the middle seven is very cold and arid, but endurable, and 
kysps live there. 


It (and the Cooked Layer and Gasping Layer) is full of scoral islands, which levitate on their 
own, and which repel each other. They mostly keep their relative positions, unless there’s 
weather to shove them around, but there’s always weather in the Habitations. A third of Kyspert 
is sure to be in the middle of a rainstorm at any given time. Scorals are packed fairly densely, 
with a gap of perhaps a twelfth of a mile between the edge of one and the edge of the next. A 
quick flight for us, or a straightforward hop with a glider will get you from one to another without 
any trouble. Yes, even going up: the Boiling Ocean gives all the thermals you could possibly 
want.) 


The Gasping Layer 


The air gets thinner and colder as one goes up. At some point it stops being worthwhile for 
kysps to live there. Other creatures have other opinions, so the Gasping Layer is a mile or four 
of wastelands and beastlands. By “cold” they mean “comfortable to hovens’, or rather, they 
don’t mean that, having no concept of hovens. 


Upper Hell (Vemian: Upper Heaven) 


Eventually it gets too cold and tenuous for animals, plants, and scoral. It’s rather odd to have a 
contained world that doesn’t have air all the way through. In the Typical Toroid that is Hove, or 
indeed that is Typical, there’s atmosphere everywhere. But Kyspert’s atmosphere is just at the 
bottom of the world, like the atmosphere on a Basic Ball. That should have been a clue. 


Now, back to theology where we belong. 


Are the Gods Cooking the World? (101/170) 
Are the Gods Cooking the World? 


Ko-Go-Nwa preached that Kyspert is getting hotter, because of the sinning of kysps, and that 
unless all things are purified, all things will burn. Now, Kyspert does seem to be getting hotter; 
kysps had been mentioning that for two or three duodecades before. They don’t have very 
accurate ways of measuring temperature. But more than one kysp had recorded the weather 
constantly, including what fraction of the sky was cloudy, and, since the clouds come directly 
from the Boiling Ocean, that tells how boily the ocean is. And it seems to be getting boilier. 


Ko-Go-Nwa wasn’t the only one who said the world was getting hotter. She took that bit of fact, 
extrapolated it into the ridiculous, and called for doom. And gave a bit of hope: if all kysps 
eschew all sins and wickedness, the gods will spare Kyspert. But the only way to save the world 
is by everyone becoming a devout and fanatical Kogoan, with all sorts of precise behaviors and 
rituals. The dwe-kwa incantation must be said before eating; the dwe-kwo incantation before 
voiding wastes; the dwe-kwu incantation seals the resolution of any quarrel. There’s so much to 
remember and perform that life itself would be quite awkward, and even good Kogoans, like 
Ka-twu-thu, can’t keep all the incantations and rituals straight. 


Vem-Thu produced several prophecies that the world was not warming up, and one, confusingly, 
that Ko-Go-Nwa herself was making it warmer. He was wrong. 


Can the Blessed See A New Color? 


Ko-Go-Nwa proclaimed that the truly blessed people, the most devout Kogoans, would gain the 
ability to see a new color: ko-oc, “whiter than white, purer than pure”. 


Naturally, the Vemians, and the skeptics, called the Kogoans out on this. 


Let us ignore some embarrassing early history in which Ko-Go-Nwa fumbled around explaining 
that, while certain Kogoan saints were able to see ko-oc, the world was too impure to have 
anything colored ko-oc. That was the Wrong Explanation and got her laughed at even by her 
followers. 


Finally, it was put to the test, sort of. Ko-Go-Nwa produced a nut, of the very sort that Ro-Ro-Ku 
was so busy cracking, which was colored ko-oc. A similar nut was found that was merely white. 


A series of thirty-two tests were made, observed by skeptics, in which the two nuts were shown 
to the Blessed Ke-Nwe-Ka. He pointed out the ko-oc nut correctly 28 times out of the 32. 


Ko-Go-Nwa proclaimed victory. Kysps are sufficiently sophisticated at mathematics to know how 
unlikely this result is to be a matter of chance. 


The skeptics proclaimed that it was an invalid experiment. The two nuts could have been 
different enough for one familiar with them to tell them apart by pattern or shape. (Ko-Go-Nwa 
crushed the merely-white nut and tossed the pieces off the scoral, saying that it represented the 
damnation of the world.) The experiment had no control, no non-Blessed person who tried the 
same task. 


Vem-Thu undermined the skeptics by saying that the experiment was faked altogether, that no 
such thing had been done, and that the witnesses were secret Kogoans and lying about it, and 
condemned them all to the bottommost caste. 


Doctrine 
Kogoanism is “prophasian”. Vemian is “disphasian’. 


Obviously any sort of peace or compromise on this issue is impossible, and obviously one of the 
two is Absolutely Right and the other is Absolutely Wrong and furthermore Very Wicked To Be 
So Wrong. 


(Very loosely, it’s about some details of ritual observance, like whether trochaic hexameter is 
acceptable in incantations, or whether it is making war on Dwwir. | have met a modest 
assortment of gods, none of whom seemed particularly vulnerable to any poetic meter, so | 
suppose | am weakly prophasian.) 


More kysps have been killed about the prophasian/disphasian disagreement than any other 
topic on this list, over the gross-years. 


Conclusion 
Kysps are crazy. 


Small people who make up gods for themselves, and then fight about the things they made up, 
are crazy. 


(Small people who construct gods out of magic and technology and their own flesh are even 
crazier. Kysps don’t have the power to do that, yet. This is why it is better to have dragons ruling 
small-people worlds.) 


((Some duodecades ago | attended a small-person high school academy, incognito, on a world 
long since subdued and ruled by dragons. More or less every social-studies essay ended with a 
paragraph about how it was better to have the world ruled by dragons. Dragons did not often 


read high-school essays — | was one of the rare exceptions — but our informants and secret 
police did, and it was far safer to end on an orthodox and subservient note.)) 


(((Usually the subservient note was a formality. This time, | maybe believe it. The 
Vemian-vs-Kogoan conflict was probably bloodier and more hateful than a dragon conquest 
would have been. And Kyspert had a conflict like that once or twice a gross-year.))) 


Roroku and Ro-Ro-Ku (102/170) 


Roroku and Ro-Ro-Ku 


«Kysps are very strange about getting married,» Roroku wrote. 
«Oh, dear. What do they do about it?» | asked. 


«Well. First of all there’s nothing like drakes and dragonesses. Kysps are cyclic hermaphrodites. 
That means they’re female for a few years, hermaphroditic for a year or so, male for a few 
years, and then neuter for a year or so, then back around to female. They don’t magically 
shapeshift their organs, like we would. They have both sets always, just one set is usually more 
active than the other.» 


«l suppose they don’t get bored,» | answered after a bit of thought. | do get bored with sex, but 
that is because | am broken. Most people, dragons and small people, don’t seem to, even if they 
are confined to a single body-shape and even a single lover. 


«l suppose not. So, marriages. They’re all arranged. The city elders look at an age-cohort — 
that’s all the kysps born in a certain span of time, like a year or two — and decide which pairs 
ought to get married. There’s all sorts of discussions and negotiations and calculations and 
conniptions about it.» 


«l imagine so! | would have a great deal to say if | was being married up without getting a choice 
in the matter!» | said. Then | realized | had gotten married up with only a false choice in the 
matter: | was, approximately, allowed to pick my husband, but from a slate of 
it-should-have-been-six drakes that the king of Mhel arranged for me. | wasn’t allowed to, say, 
not marry, or to marry a dragoness, or such eccentric choices as to marry two drakes, or a small 
person, or a god, or something. | did what the king commanded in marriage, although defying 
him in every other way, and am happy enough about it, but — | had tried to be as conventional 
and obedient as possible, and if | hadn’t been in a mating flight stuffed with the romantic detritus 
of Mhel | would pretty much be in Roroku’s position. 


«They do, they do. They pair up, oh, three-quarters of the kysp adolescents that way. The rest 
they try to marry off in other cities, which usually doesn’t work as well. Anyhow, my hosts 
Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-twu-thu are married. Or engaged, they say, since the marriage goes in five 


steps and they're on step one. Step four happens when one gets pregnant, and step five when 
their first child is born.» 


| had to admit, «That seems ... well, like a highly organized system that | can’t think of anything 
witty to say about yet. I’m sure I'll come up with something by morning.» 


«Jyothky, they like each other.» 
«Who likes each other? Your married hosts?» 


«Yes! They've only been married less than a year, they’re both still female, and they like each 
other!» wrote Roroku. 


| uninsightfully wrote back, «| don’t see what’s remarkable there. Arilash says she likes all her 
lovers, drakes and dragonesses. She won't twine with someone she doesn’t like, in fact. Unless 
it’s part of a bet or something.» 


«Arilash is a whore on a permanent mating flight,» Roroku answered. Despite this being loosely 
correct, it was a bit insulting to poor Arilash. Evidently Roroku and Arilash had not made up. Or, 
more likely, they had never been friends, even when they were in the same social circle. And 
Arilash’s utterly lawless and reasonably successful grab for happiness contrasted nicely to 
Roroku’s reasonably lawful and utterly unsuccessful one. 


«| withdraw the comparison to Arilash,» | said, to avoid that particular dispute. «You were 
exclaiming about newly-married kysps who like each other.» 


«| didn’t like my husband Gyovanth when we got married. He’s an excellent husband, lands and 
titles and all, and a first-rate lover, but when we’re not twining he’s a bit harsh. Actually he’s a bit 
harsh even when we are. Did you know that the children of the aristocracy on Chiriact get 
training in love-making before their mating flights? Several years of it? That’s why they’re so 
good. They study.» 


«Oh, that makes sense! Csirnis, who you must remember is Gyovanth’s cousin, was certainly 
extremely beautiful and graceful about it. The rest of us wondered if he had some sort of 
princely blessing that made him so good. At that and at nearly everything else,» | said. 


«Csirnis has talent, but he and all his cousins have training, too. But I’m not talking about 
Csirnis. ... Do you like your husband?» 


«Nrararn is my constant support, my partner in all things, the final fertilizer of my eggs when we 
get to that, and so on and so on,» | said. «He is an excellent husband. He works at it constantly, 
you know: he didn’t expect to do well enough in our mating flight to marry at all, so he is always 
trying to prove himself worthy of it. Even if | don’t think he needs to.» 


«Yes, yes, but do you /ike him? Do you choose him for companionship, when you have a 
choice?» 


«Oh, as a friend? Yes, definitely; he’s one of my best friends, and his company is pleasing to 
me. And | do mean company, since his twining with me brings me no pleasure.» | said. (Which 
is true. The only reason he gets so badly slighted in this book is that he wasn’t much involved in 
the Exploring Company, after he rescued the opening ceremony. And if | complain about him 
now and then, it’s because | live with him and have to endure his thunderstorm collection and 
such.) 


«l don't like Gyovanth. I'd rather converse with Itharieth, say, or Yarenton and Questhraum, or 
Psajathrion,» Roroku admitted, in the tiniest writing that the venstroma could manage. 


«That just shows you're still a sensible girl,» | wrote back, as if Roroku were a duodecade 
younger than me rather than a few years older. 


«Jyothky ... Can | get a divorce?» Which is to say, Jyothky, everything | have been doing for 
three duodecades has been a mistake, starting with that time | insulted you dreadfully at your 
coming-of-age ceremony, and | was wondering if you could fix it all for me? 


Divorce among Astral Dragons (103/170) 


Oh, that was a hard question! «Well. The quick answer is, ‘Yes, you can.’ The medium answer is 
‘Yes, | will move Hove and Chiriact to make it happen, if you want it.’» Which is to say, Roroku, | 
accept your complete and utter surrender to me, and you will be in my debt and service for the 
many grand-years of your life for it. Or maybe just Yes since the rest goes without saying. 


«Oh! Thank you! | might want it! | think | might rather be poor than have Gyovanth sneer at me 
forever!» 


| had to finish though. «Roroku? There’s a long answer. Do you know Rankotherium and 
Dessvaria?» 


«Ythac’s parents. Of course | know them,» she wrote. 


«They hate each other.» Which is a good first approximation but more extreme and simplistic 
than the actual situation. «They are still married, have been for gross-years, despite hating each 
other. Divorce isn’t a simple matter, and even a mighty and well-connected couple like that 
haven't done it,» | said. | know too much about this topic, because Dessvaria has been working 
on it somewhat with me. Also | know that they are still married in part because they have not 
quite decided if they want to be divorced or not. It doesn’t have to take as long as they have 
taken. 


«... OH...» 


«And for you it will be harder, since your husband is a powerful nobleman of another world. If | 
just proclaim that your marriage is gone, it will be a huge insult from Hove to Chiriact. And since 
you made some arrangements when you left Mhel for a Chiriact mating flight, if you break the 
marriage, Mhel will feel obliged to bite someone too, perhaps me and perhaps Chiriact. So I'll 


have to track down everyone on three worlds whose honor would be scratched or whose 
interests might be nibbled. That’s not quite everyone on all three worlds, but it’s not a lazy 
afternoon’s work, either.» 


«l didn’t know,» she wrote. 


«Most dragons don't. | have learned all sorts of unfortunate and ridiculous things as queen,» | 
said. «Anyways, the politics doesn’t end with the divorce. | can let you stay unmarried 
indefinitely, maybe by the same legal pretense that I’m using for Arilash, that we’re going to get 
around to a mating flight when we find a suitable one. If you actually want to get married again 
to someone you like better, though, there’ll be a huge ridiculous profusion of politics with 
everyone who might think they deserve a second chance at a wife. If you don’t want to get 
married again, there'll be a different and slower explosion of politics from an even larger 
assortment of people.» 


«... | didn’t know that,» she wrote again. 


«Did you know that the Marquise of Auxrahm-Dwir, has taken all of Hove’s dragons to court 
about Arilash?» 


«No! How serious is that?» she asked. 


«Passing serious. Did you even know that there was a place called Auxrahm-Dwir, on Graulfnir 
as it happens, and that it had a Marquise, who is the geneological magistrate for the 
male-female balance of dragons, and whose official duty it is to ensure that as many drakes as 
possible can marry? Marry dragonesses, | mean. He’s also taking us to court about urning 
marriages, about which he has nothing at all good to say. And he takes doctors to court if too 
many baby drakes or too few baby dragonesses survive their Great Separation; that’s his official 
job.» 


«Really? If too many male children survive?» 


«Oh, yes. Many more girls survive the Great Separation than boys do. If it were simply parity, 
we'd have at least three drakes to each dragoness, instead of just two. Doctors are urged — or 
required, where Graulfnir’s laws are law — to press harder on drakes, to take all reasonable 
risks with them, so that their sorcery is as strong as possible if they survive. Survival is less 
likely, with that treatment. For dragonesses, the opposite: survival is important, power somewhat 
less so. Which is why | have such a good breath weapon compared to most drakes, and such 
weak magic. And why I’m alive at all. If | had been male, Dr. Dnazhvhens would have kept going 
after my hukuché tore, and probably wound up killing me.» 


«That’s horrible,» she wrote. 


«That’s our species for you. Astral dragons, | mean, since we’re not the whole species. | hear 
that parents get a bit callous after the first dozen dead six-year-olds. I’m not looking forward to 


that myself,» | answered. «But you may choose not to have to endure it at all, should you 
choose to divorce Gyovanth and remain drakeless.» 


«You will really help me get divorced?» 


«Of course so! It will be tremendously exciting, and keep us from getting bored for a duodecade 
or four,» | replied. And leave her irremedially in my debt. And probably owing favors (possibly to 
be paid back as that kind of favors) to half the dragons on Hove, since we’d have to bribe any 
number of busybody Marquises of Auxrahm-Dwir and the like to allow it, or answer them if they 
didn’t, and that would mean expense for everyone, and labors for several. 


«Let me think about it more.» 


«Roroku, think about it until you are sure, one way or the other. When you decide, | will give you 
a full breath of help.» Because it will cost you more than you can possibly imagine, even if | am 
as nice about it as | can manage, which | will be. Decide if that will be worse than staying with 
your horrible husband. It could go either way. 


Roroku could read the phrases in italics as clearly as if | had actually said them. 


Course of Miracles (104/170) 


A Course of Miracles 


And, like most miracles, none of these is the least bit miraculous. 


Tenasense, or, the Miracle of the Spar 


Tenasense is one of our basic senses. It is the direct perception of structural integrity. Weak 
spots are particularly obvious to tenasense. It works best on physical objects, adequately on 
spells, and just barely, if that, on philosophical arguments, musical compositions, and other 
intangibles. It is unremarkable. Three or four species of small people have tenasense, and the 
églop far better than we do. (I believe they use it as their primary sense. Though | have never 
met an 6glop.) Kysps are not one of these species. 


The cottage of Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-Twu-Thu was deep in a cluster of thrusty spars of 
orange-brown scoral. The couple had used epiphytes and paint, making a scene of amateurish 
but enthusiastic cozy delight. 


“Ka-Twu-Thu? Did you know that the spar right above the house is not very strong?” said 
Ro-Ro-Ku, shyly. 


“H’m? What makes you say that, Ro-Ro-Ku?” 


Ro-Ro-Ku clambered on top of the house — kysp buildings are as much meant to be lived on as 
lived in — and pointed. “There’s a big weak spot right there.” 


Ka-Twu-Thu found a solid stick, and poked the spar. “It might feel a bit soft ... It could be rotting 
a bit. You’ve got good eyes, Ro-Ro-Ku! Let’s get that checked out!” 


The town tapper was duly called in, with [rolling a 22] his case of carefully calibrated mallets and 
his ear-trumpets. He tapped here, he drummed there, he struck and ponged and hammered. 
And he listened with great finesse. “Well, yes indeed,” he said. “There is a diagonal crack in the 
scoral right there, and rot just starting its insidious spreading-out on either side of it. Excellently 
guessed, my fine friends! For all my years of tapping, | should not have thought to look there 
myself! This year the infestation is small! We can squirt in cleansers and glue, hammer on a few 
reinforcing struts, and the spar will be as good as new! Next year the rot would have been large 
and stenchulous, and the spar would have had to come down. The year after that, it would have 
come down all on its own, taking your roof and perhaps your lives.” 


The work was duly performed, and the cottage saved. Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-Twu-Thu peered at 
Ro-Ro-Ku when they deemed her asleep, and thought strange thoughts. 


Associated Non-Miracle 
«What is Roroku doing?» demanded Gyovanth. It was his turn to carry a nyxylith. 


«l haven't spoken with her today. Perhaps she is reviewing her manuals of etiquette? Particular 
topic: how to address royalty.» 


«Shessven’s Manners for the Dragon Courts recommends an easy familiarity for all private 
spell-mediated communication,» Gyovanth wrote. «Since the venstroma is quite nearly a 
transdimensional version of the Horizonal Quill in effect, that seemed to be the relevant 
approach. Now, perhaps your majesty, in her great concern that all behaviors be proper and 
punctilious, has decreed a successor to great Shessven (that scholar for the ages!), and, 
indeed, published an updated manual. Alas, that the updated manual has not been delivered to 
Base Camp on Narethy! When it arrives, | shall study it with the greatest of attention!» 


Of course he knows all about how to address royalty. Serves me right for trying to pull rank on a 
dragon from Chiriact. 


«lt is not yet finished,» | admitted. Not yet started, either, but that doesn’t make it a lie. «Patterns 
that were perfectly clear with a couple comprising one drake and one dragoness are less so 
when there are three drakes acting married.» 


«Some drakes are too weak of body to win a mating flight, and too weak of will to master 
themselves afterwards. Such drakes belong on Hove. | daresay they are too weak to follow any 
reasonable etiquette, either,» said Gyovanth. 


«Well, now that you’ve insulted my entire country, what did you want?» 


«l want copulation! | want intercourse! | want mating, coupling, erotic engagement! | want to 
show all these urnings and weaklings what a true drake is about! | want Roroku to come here 
and do the one thing she is actually useful for!» Except for the last clause, this is perfectly good 
manners, according to Shessven and anyone else. 


«Well, Roroku is doing valuable research and collecting valuable data valuably,» | answered. 
«Perhaps you could ask Driaith? | hear he makes an excellent dragoness when the mood 
strikes him — which it often does.» Poor Driaith. Actually he is finding that, between Mirinxan 
and Vaareng both preferring to be male with him, and feuding with each other, and needing 
constant reassurance that he, Driaith, actually likes them, that he is quite often she, and he 
rather misses the opportunity to insert one or another hemipenis into someone. 


«You suggest | betray Roroku? With a drake?» 
«Were you ever actually loyal to her? | hadn’t noticed,» | answered. 


«Betrayal among spouses is not a matter of disloyalty, it is a matter of dischastity. And | have 
not done that! It is a royal prerogative!» 


Which | am doing. Under doctor’s orders! On my husband’s urging! (Really. Nearly every time | 
“take” a “lover” | whine to Nrararn that I'd like to cancel it just this once. He always reminds me 
that it’s for our unlaid children’s sake and there’s no point to putting it off.) Still, if | try to defend 
myself on these grounds, the argument will modulate into pointing out that my mating flight was 
so awful and | was so unappealing that | didn’t get properly %-fertilized at the right time and so 
now | need to do it at the wrong time. (Really, | don’t think that draconic society is good for 
anybody. Except, of course, for most dragonesses and the half of drakes who do get married, 
which is more than half the dragons, so | guess it’s kind of good for the majority. We are trying to 
set up Hove to be good for the remainder.) 


Analysis; or The Miracle of the Melons (105/170) 


Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ro-Ro-Ku went shopping in the larger Nwa-Bher market, in front of one of the 
many fruit stands. “Let’s get a chwe melon!” said the native. “Or two, one for tomorrow!” 


“Certainly,” said Ro-Ro-Ku, and cast a very basic vegetable-analysis spell, and reached deep 
into the pile of melons to take the ripest one for today, and the largest one-day-short of ripe one, 
for tomorrow. Because, seriously, which other melons would you pick? 


“Why did you pick those, Ro-Ro-Ku?” asked Dze-Ts-Kwy. 
“This was the ripest, and that was the largest one-day-short-of-ripe.” 


Dze-Ts-Kwy sniffed and tapped them. “You certainly did pick good ones, and without sniffing or 
tapping at them, too. But you say that they are the best of their category?” 


“They are the best of their category, in this vendor’s stand anyhow.” 


“How do you know?” asked Dze-Ts-Kwy. 


Ro-Ro-Ku did not answer the question, mainly because “I’m actually an extradimensional 
monster with an academic specialty in investigative magic, currently spying on you” is a very 
bad thing to say when one is an extradimensional monster with an academic specialty in 
investigative magic currently spying on one’s hostess. (It may be nearly as awkward when one 
is not. | just tried saying it to my husband, who told me (1) that he didn’t believe me, and (2) | 
need better veriception blocks because | stink when | say it.) 


Instead she said, “Check for yourself, and see if | am right.” 


Well, in no world is it polite for a customer to fondle and thump every melon, especially after she 
has already bought some and isn’t going to buy more. But Dze-Ts-Kwy did investigate a few of 
them, and, unsurprisingly, Ro-Ro-Ku appeared to be quite right. 


Dze-Ts-Kwy said nothing more, but added the incident to a small list of interesting properties of 
her peculiar guest. 


Scent and Strength: or The Miracle of the Oven (106/170) 


Scent and Strength; or The Miracle of the Oven 


A cooking-oven on Kyspert is a complex thing. An inner barrel made of thin metal provides a 
place for foods to go. Outside of that are the levity pods of certain plants, pried open wider than 
they are meant to go in nature, which convert gravity to heat at a substantial rate. Outside of 
that is a heavy insulating barrel, made to hold the oven down against the pods’ levitation and to 
keep the heat of the pods inside. The oven is not very controllable. The pods and insulation give 
it a certain maximum temperature, barely sufficient to bake cakes, and it takes a day or so to get 
up to that temperature. If the lid is opened for a full minute, the temperature drops, and the oven 
may not come up to temperature for an hour or two. Top-rate ovens have an extra internal barrel 
of some dense and heavy material that holds heat well: they may take a week to come up to 
temperature, but they stay there more easily. Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-Twu-Thu have a finicky oven 
of the cheaper sort. 


Ka-Twu-Thu was baking a beetle-cake. (Recipe: shell a quart of pse-tw6 beetles. Mash them in 
a big mortar and pestle with onions, carrots, eggs, salt, hot spices, and beer. Add flour and 
baking powder to make a batter. Put in a shallow pan and bake until done. (As part of the 
research for this chapter, | had my cooks on Hove work out this recipe with Hoven ingredients to 
the point of being pretty good. It came out pretty good! They didn’t like using beetles, so they 
used shrimp, which | thought was fussy, but you can’t get proper pse-tw6 beetles — or any 
pse-two beetles — on Hove or in any universe within some incomprehensible but vast distance. 
But Roroku told me that the substitution was tolerably accurate.) 


The beetle-cake had been inside the oven for about half an hour. Ka-Twu-Thu popped up. “l 
think it’s ready now!” 


“It's not, though,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. “Another quarter-hour is needed.” 


“Were you an expert chef in the life you have forgotten, to thus prescribe for a cake which you 
have not even seen? Can you not smell it? Is it not savory?” 


“It smells delicious, Ka-Twu-Thu. But it doesn’t smell like it's done all the way. Two of the levity 
pods on your oven are broken, so it’s not as hot as it ought to be,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. 


“You sure know an awful lot about the inside of my kitchen. Fine then! I'll give it five more 
minutes! But poor Dze-Ts-Kwy is starving away to a needle and the cake is coming out soon!” 


In five minutes Ka-Twu-Thu popped the lid off the oven and took out the cake and served it 
forth. The edges were fine, if a bit light. The center was distinctly underdone. 


“Well, Ro-Ro-Ku, it seems you do know an awful lot about the inside of my kitchen! As a 
punishment for my not believing you, we all shall reek of undercooked onion for the day!” said 
Ka-Twu-Thu. “But I’m not sure about those two broken pods.” 


“They’re on the left side,” said Ro-Ro-Ku, tapping the outer barrel with a tentatail. 


“That's as may be,” said Ka-Twu-Thu. “I don’t know how you would know that, or even that it is 
two not three or one. But even if you are utterly right, we'll need to take two days to fix the oven. 
Rather, one to cool it down and fix it and another to let it come back up to temperature. We can’t 
do that tomorrow, the doctor is coming to dine with us. So, if we're going to do it, we'll want to 
cook three days’ worth of food the day after, then fix the oven on the two days after that. And if 
it's not broken, | do expect a long apology for all the bother you'll put us through, Ro-Ro-Ku!” 


“It’s broken,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. “And I'll take care of it. It won’t be any bother.” 


“It'll still be two ovenless days!” mock-wailed Ka-Twu-Thu. “Without beetle-cake, life as we know 
it would be impossible!” 


Miracle of the Stove, 2 (107/170) 


After doctor Naw-Fan performed her examinations of Ro-Ro-Ku (which were perfectly normal 
again), and dined, and left, and after Ka-Twu-Thu and Dze-Ts-Kwy were asleep in a tangle of 
legs and tails, Ro-Ro-Ku went to the kitchen. She pulled the oven’s inner barrel out, and held it 
aloft with one tentacle while she replaced the broken pods with the other. 


“Isn't it hot and heavy?” asked Ka-Twu-Thu from behind her, who had come awake from the 
noise. 


“Not too hot or too heavy,” said Ro-Ro-Ku, whose fire breath grants her the best oven-mitts in 
the universe. 


“Still, | wish you’d waited. We were going to do three days of baking today. Now we'll have to 
buy from a bakery. We can afford it but it’s a bit of a waste.” 


“It'll be hot by tomorrow.” Ro-Ro-Ku slid the barrel back into the oven, and leaned in, and 
breathed a careful bubble of fire. “See? It’s up to temperature already.” 


Ka-Twu-Thu peered at the flickers of firelight (kysps never use fire in their homes; too much of 
their material culture is made of wood) on her guest’s face, and sampled the heat with a quick 
tentatail pat. “So it is. Thank you, Ro-Ro-Ku, for taking care of it so efficiently!” 


Ro-Ro-Ku smiled. (She never explained to me what ‘smiling’ is for kysps.) “Il am glad to help out 
where | can!” 


Dze-Ts-Kwy said nothing when Ka-Twu-Thu told her, but added that incident to her list, and 
circled it. 


«She saw you breathe fire, Roroku?» | asked. 


«More or less,» she wrote back. 


«Should | tell Rhosmanthus the illusionist, so that he can work some obfustication to make this 
look normal? Not that | can think of what he might possibly do at this point» 


«Don’t bother Rhosmanthus,» said Roroku. 


This should have been a clue, but as | am a tremendously stupid dragoness, | did not notice. 
Instead | told her about my preliminary work on her divorce: the hundred and five dragons we 
knew about who had to be informed and variously propitiated, and how the investigation for 
others was going. She was duly pleased, and a bit overwhelmed. 


«l’m not going to have much of a hoard, after paying all of them off!» 


| answered, «l’m going to try to split the costs between you, and Gyovanth on the grounds that 
he caused it, and the throne of Hove.» 


«Gyovanth will never pay you. His hoard is on Chiriact, and you cannot reach it,» Roroku wrote. 


«Hence ‘try’. He might be cooperative for some mysterious reason. Such as, | could get him in 
on an older-dragon mating flight at some point — the ordinary heterosexual kind with three 
dragonesses and six drakes — and there’s no such thing anywhere else.» 


«So many negotiations you are making for me, Jyothky! So many expenses and complexities!» 


«No better way to prove my utter superiority to you for your insult, or to help out an old friend! Or 
both!» | answered. | estimate about one part of the first to a half-dozen of the second. 


Combat; or the Miracle of the Pirates (108/170) 


Combat; or the Miracle of the Pirates 


The next day, the Twinkling Jenny came to Nwa-Bher. (Strictly, it was called the Twinkling 
Dze-Ts-Kwy, but as a matter of literary politeness to our hostess with the very common name, 
we will not call it that.) The Twinkling Jenny was a floating tub of a boat, covered all over with 
twinkling levitation pods, and armed with four medium-sized ballistas and one huge one. She 
[I’m not going to roll to decide a ship’s sex] announced her presence and policies by sending a 
salvo of medium-sized ballista bolts into the Nwa-Bher market. Fortunately Dze-Ts-Kwy and 
Ro-Ro-Ku had had the foresight to get a spare melon the previous day, and were not there. A 
less-forsighted parent of three did get skewered and slain though. 


Then a ferocious kysp leapt onto the bow of the Twinkling Jenny, and declared himself to be 
Nao-Kwu the Joyous, possessed of a letter of marque signed by Vem-Thu personally, and 
therefore allowed to loot and slay among the infidels as much as he liked. He would exercise 
these rights in defenseless Nwa-Bher, unless of course the burghers of that fine city would be 
pleased to pay him a certain substantial sum of money — in good nef-wa! — in a certain 
moderate amount of time. He commanded another ballista bolt be shot, this one soaked in oil 
and set ablaze, to underscore the absolute spiritual and philosophical correctness of his 
position. Or perhaps the relative armaments. 


The city’s burghers sent runners from door to door to collect the requisite number of nef-wa. 
This was the first that Ro-Ro-Ku and her hosts heard of the matter. 


“But why do you not fight against this Nao-Kwu?” asked Ro-Ro-Ku. 


“He is a terrible monster, albeit a native one to this dimension, and of our size and shape!” 
exclaimed everyone else in unison. “Strictly, he is a monster in character, not in physical 
structure, in which he resembles every other adult kysp within a range of variation which kysps 
find quite significant but actual house-sized extradimensional monsters would not!” (Not their 
exact words.) “When he is defied, he works a great slaughter and blazing upon towns and cities! 
Better to pay him and have done.” 


“When you pay off the pirate, you never get rid of the pirate,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. She handed over 
her three scanty nef-wa, and went to the kitchen to get a pair of cleavers. 


Ka-Twu-Thu yelped in alarm. “Ro-Ro-Ku! What are you about with those cleavers?” 
“lam going to kill this Nao-Kwu the Joyous, and his crew,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. 


“They are fiends in kysp form, one and all! They are seasoned murderers! Every morning each 
of them beats yet another strong adolescent to death as a form of morning exercise!” exclaimed 
Ka-Twu-Thu, exaggerating considerably in her alarm. 


“Then best that | dispose of them,” said Ro-Ro-Ku. 


The straightforward logic of this point seemed to escape Ka-Twu-Thu and Dze-Ts-Kwy, who 
harangued Ro-Ro-ku all the way to the market. Eventually an annoyed Ro-Ro-Ku gave them 
back their cleavers, and leapt (and levitated) bare-handed to the deck of the Twinkling Jenny. 


Now, when a dragon takes the form of a small person, the dragon becomes clumsy and weak. 
This is perfectly normal and nothing to be ashamed of. However, the dragon is not nearly as 
clumsy and weak as an actual small person (pace certain small people, such as the graduates 
of Trestean enhanced agent program, whom the slowest and weakest of dragons (me) might 
have had to work a bit to defeat by simply physical means when in small-person form.) Roroku 
is considerably stronger and faster than me, by the way. 


So, when a trio of amused pirates came with their doublespikes and their scrattling-knives to 
take unarmed Ro-Ro-Ku prisoner on their deck, she deprived them of their weapons and their 
skeletal integrity before they could finish the phrase, “surrender or die!”. 


This scuffle caught the attention of many pirates, who took up mightier weapons and scrambled 
to confront the still-unarmed intruder. (Most dragons don’t like using weapons in small-person 
form. It feels undignified.) These many pirates were swiftly crushed, or bisected by their own 
choppers, or hurled into the marketplace to be slaughtered by vengeful burghers, or otherwise 
destroyed. 


| tried to get Roroku explain the fight in her own words for this book, thereby giving her a chance 
to boast and to magnify her glory. She refused, saying, «| beat up a bunch of small people. 
Glory hardly enters into it. Then | spent longer than the fight scouring the ship for the ones who 
had run away and hidden, and still longer than that trying to bring it close enough for other 
kysps to get on. I’m not a stupid twinkle-boat sailor!» 


The two halves of Nao-Kwu the Joyous were mounted on a pair of spikes, with a sign between 
them reading “Behold the fundamental non-integrity of the arguments of the disphasians!” 


This event got Ro-Ro-Ku entered on a great many interesting lists, not just Dze-Ts-Kwy’s. Some 
of those lists consisted entirely of Ro-Ro-Ku. 


But Ro-Ro-Ku was nowhere to be found. Roroku had returned to Base Camp to report. 


Economics of Roroku 1 (109/170) 


Economics of Roroku 


Roroku and Jaraswat 


“Ah, the quarliq queen returns to grace us with her oh-so-feminine yet oh-so-researchful 
presence!” hissed Jaraswat. “A mere commoner-style six days suffices for every other 


investigator, but Roroku takes thrice that to sardoss! She must have prepared an utterly 
kaperkonk report in the many, many days that the rest of us have been involved in yarmonly 
quietude!” 


“Oh, speak Draconic, Jaraswat,” Roroku said. “Actually, don’t. Just get out of my way.” — the 
latter because Roroku had attempted to walk around him, and he had scuttled sideways and 
was blocking her path. 


“What, are you gurring for your husband? Eighteen days of celibacy leaves you with but a single 
blorrub thought in your head — and that thought is not to produce the long-delayed and 
long-awaited report that two dozen drakes have been awaiting for a twelve-day! Instead you 
sing, ‘La, no, they must wait longer and still longer, for | must have both normal and dordond 
forms of copulation with my spouse before | am incredibloi enough to talk to anyone else!” 


“I’m not going to twine with Gyovanth,” said Roroku tiredly. 


“That is hardly what he said. And | quote! ‘Roroku is eéfixée of horniness! With a hemipenis in 
her claspers, or some other whomulow bit of her body, she achieves a crellic if not substantial 
amount of personality and animation. Without that, she is more of a rollimer than a dragon, 
barely able to exert herself to produce three tedious words or one insipid idea!” 


“That's not a quotation from Gyovanth. Those are your words. Nobody else uses words like 
that.” 


“Perhaps | elaborate, perhaps | respecify, perhaps | surelegante your husband’s quotidian 
verbiage! The spirit of the utterance is intact! And if you are not going to him, what adulterous 
lover are you about to, as you so crudely put it, ‘twine’ with? You do seem to be a bit of an 
anyone-but-your-husband! Ow!” 


The last exclamation, unusually clear for Jaraswat, was pain. Roroku had breathed a tight clot of 
fire directly into his face. By the time he had healed his eyes to his satisfaction, Roroku had cast 
the Scratch-the-Sky and was gone. 


(The Scratch-the-Sky is an easy enough travel spell, but it leaves a long-lasting wound in the 
atmosphere. I’m sure all the scientists and scholars were constantly cutting themselves on it, or 
at least twisting to avoid it, for weeks.) 


Economics of Roroku 2 (110/170) 


Roroku and Gyovanth 


Roroku crept into the hangar she shared with Gyovanth, and fussed around a bit. In moments, 
Gyovanth swatted the door open with his tail, and stomped in. “Eighteen days my wife is away! 
Eighteen days free from her stupid mistakes and petty whining, to be sure. But eighteen days 
without access to her claspers! Am | a drake or an antelope, to wait so long? And instead of 


coming directly to me, she stops here to inspect her hoard! As if anyone in base camp would 
dare so much as glance at it, since it is my hoard and /am a proper dragon about its defense! 
Now shut your muzzle and raise your tail, or it will be worse for you!” 


“That | will not,” said Roroku. 


“There is a ridiculous rumor going around that you are working out some sort of legal separation 
from me,” noted Gyovanth. “I do not know how this rumor got started. But | will hold it against 
you unless you prove to me that it is false. And, since your mind cannot frame such a rational 
discourse, your vulva must speak for you. Stand and present!” 


“That | will not,” said Roroku. 


He loomed at her, half-spreading his wings, blocking her in the back half of the hangar. “That 
you must do!” he hissed. 


Roroku was not quite brave enough to breathe in his face — for one thing, he knew her combat 
style far too well. Instead she burned out the back wall of the hangar, and scratched the sky to 
make her escape. Gyovanth was a dragon, and therefore greedy given to long-term thinking, so 
he took several minutes to sort through the burnt wreckage of their shared hoard, enumerate 
the magic rings that Roroku had taken, and fume about how she was going to have to repay 
that insult. 


Economics of Roroku 3 (111/170) 


Roroku and Vaareng 


Roroku clattered her claws shyly on a hangar wall. “Vaareng? Are you within?” 


A massive orange and black head with scowly barbels and a spiky ridge extended from the 
door. “Yes, | am, Roroku. What do you want?” 


“Are you still interested in actual females?” she asked. 


“| prefer them! Drakes take too many lovers, and they sometimes insist that one assume a 
female body for them!” said Vaareng. He smelled rather embarrassed. 


“Well, | am leaving Gyovanth as soon as the matter can be arranged, and | would like to get a 
head-start on the proper enjoyment of drakes,” said Roroku. “Would you care to assist me in this 
investigation?” 


“Why, of course | would!” 


“There are certain prerequisites. First of all, | need to te// Gyovanth, who is only marginally 
aware of the matter and does not yet appreciate its gravity,” said Roroku. 


“An awkward conversation. | hope it goes quickly and effectively! Gyovanth seems to hate and 
despise you, so | expect he will be glad to be rid of you.” Vaareng noted the twitching of 
Roroku’s tailtip, and added, “Il myself have admired your delectable scent and conformation — 
from afar — and heard all manner of good things about your magical and intellectual skill, and | 
know Gyovanth to be an idiot as well as a lout!” 


“It will not go quickly or effectively. Gyovanth hates and despises me, but | am the only sign of 
his ability in the mating flight, as well as his primary sexual outlet. | am a dragoness, not a 
mighty drake! | cannot face an enraged Gyovanth alone!” exclaimed Roroku. 


Vaareng got the hint. “Well then! Confront the loutish sub-duke in my presence! We shall fight 
him side by side, as consorts are wont to do!” 


“Oh, Vaareng!” cried Roroku, and embraced him, and, if | understand the hints properly, they 
enjoyed the smallest and fastest form of copulation at that point. “But you have that mighty 
defensive artifact — the Mintwall Shield? Might | borrow that for the occasion?” 


“Of course, dear Roroku!” exclaimed Vaareng, who was rather dazzled and drunken with this 
sudden heterosexual turn of events, and gave it over. 


“Be at the hhej8Shyant at the fifth hour this afternoon!” cried Roroku, and patted Vaareng 
intimately with her tailtip, and leapt into the air. 


Economics of Roroku 4 (112/170) 


Roroku and Everyone 


The hhej&Shyant and portal were in another hangar; Base Camp was all hangars. A half-dozen 
dragons were there when Roroku arrived: it was rarely fewer and generally more. Roroku 
approached the elongated and turquoisian Sjojarn, and asked him, “Where is the reach-scale 
for Kyspert kept?” 


“With all the reach-scales, in the heavy cabinet against yonder wall, in the drawer so 
mysteriously and obscurely marked ‘Kyspert Reach-Scale’,” he answered. As she trotted over to 
it, he added, “And what do you need it for? Kyspert is a pleasing world, is it not? Do not crush 


the scale as we do for the Dull Glows and the Coldest Ices!” 


“It pleases me well enough! The scale shall remain intact, shall remain with members of the 
Expedition!” said Roroku, taking the scale from the drawer. 


By this time everyone was staring at her. Jaraswat, still furious from her broiling his face, glared 
at her from freshly-regrown eyes. “And what zenziz passtimes have you been engaging in these 
last several hours, instead of producing your long-delayed report?” He snapped at her, leaving 
huge fang-marks in her flank. 


“Jaraswat! What are you doing to my wife?” roared Gyovanth as he stormed in the rear door. 
“Useless she may be, and incompetent, and a terrible lay, but she is still mine! You may not bite 
her without my consent! Which is not hard to come by today, but must be asked in any case!” 


“| am her manager, her chief! | may bite her whenever and wherever | wish!” 


Roroku looked at Jaraswat in front of her, Gyovanth behind her, Vaareng and several others 
standing about staring. She stepped to the side, closer to Vaareng, made sure of her veriception 
blocks, and lied, “Jaraswat wants to be more than that! But you have forced your attentions on 
me for the last time, Jaraswat! Now my mighty husband will destroy you and your so-invasive 
hemipenises!” 


Which got everyone’s attention, even if they hadn’t been staring before. Gyovanth, his honor 
struck like a resounding gong, had no reasonable choice but to leap on Jaraswat most 
ferociously. Jaraswat was taken by surprise, and defended himself rather clumsily. Priceless 
magical and scientific equipment crashed to the floor and was trampled underfoot as the mighty 
beasts lashed out with tails and wings and swift claws, and as others tried to separate them. 
None of Rhedosaur’s polite forms of duelling here, but a ragesome mélée. 


Roroku darted around the battle, brushing flanks with Vaareng. He followed her to the very edge 
of the portal. At which very edge she turned and shouted, “I depart! Gyovanth, know that my 
latest and last-ever lover is Vaareng, and that a moment on his smallest hemipenis is more 
delightful than all the hours and hours | have spent on your disgusting organs!” 


And, so saying, she called forth the power of the Mintwall Shield around herself and the portal. 


Roroku's Mélée (114/170) 


In the portal room, the mélée had gotten quite out of hand. Jaraswat, Gyovanth, and a rather 
perplexed and rather proud Vaareng were biting chunks out of each other and crushing each 
others’ bones in their fangs. | have not gotten a specific report on the battle — or rather, | got 
seven different specific reports, agreeing neither with each other nor with the verified results of 
the battle. Jaraswat came off somewhat the worst in it, having half his forepaw bitten clean off. 
Both other drakes claim credit for having bitten it. 


Sjojarn, dismayed at the destruction of equipment, had magnified the interior of the hangar, so 
that the dragons had grosses upon grosses of yards to brawl in. This had the good effect of 
saving such equipment as had survived up to that point. It had the bad effect of utterly 
decalibrating the hhejSShyant, which, as a sensitive device of space-magic, could hardly be 
expected to endure the sudden tsunami of space-distortion of such a bumptious and hasty spell. 


Evrath, who had faced the Mintwall Shield before, poked at it, and struck it with his v6, and did 
all the things that he had done before that had not worked before and did not work now. “Last 
time, we roasted small people alive inside of it. This time, what is in there? Roroku, who cannot 
be roasted, and the portal and hhej8Shyant, which we hardly want to roast. The power of the 


shield lasts only for so long, a matter of hours, and after that — what? Roroku will come out, 
and we shall ask her what she meant by all this fight-mongering and insulting of her husband.” 


“Roroku is a vile adulteress, a stinking shit in dragoness form, a waste of scales and flame!” 
proclaimed her husband. “I may withdraw a fraction of my approval from her for a time, that she 
may be duly chastised!” 


There was general assent to that plan. Even Itharieth and Evrath, who generally thought well of 
Roroku, found her actions of the moment to be incomprehensible, overdramatic, unnecessary. 


But they were purposeful, tactically dramatic, and well-calculated towards a simple end. 


Behind the Mintwall Shield (114/170) 


After erecting the Mintwall, Roroku raced at her greatest speed through the portal, ripping the 
sides with her the Scratch-the-Sky. And when she came to the other end, on Kyspert, she struck 
the portal hard with her v6. No magic could endure such a blow, and the portal collapsed with a 
dismayed twump. And when she arrived on Kyspert, she giggled, | think, and looked at the 
reach-scale in her forepaw. «Oh, Jyothky! Guess what I’ve done now?» 


«You have, let me see, distracted my attention from the Liberation Day parade in Dorday, where 
| am listening to speeches that describe my behavior during that ridiculous mess in rather 
insulting terms,» | said, because it was true. 


«l’ve also saved you the cost of a divorce,» said Roroku. 


«How is that? I’m not sure that taking care of the fallout of you killing Gyovanth will be much 
simpler. Though | hardly blame you, if that is what you did,» | said, intending it to be flippant. 


«l’ve gone to Kyspert, and taken the reach-scale, and destroyed the portal. Gyovanth and 
Jaraswat and you are forever held at bay! No dragon can get to me, ever again!» 


«Can you get back to dragon-worlds?» 


«Nope! | don’t have a travel-token for anywhere but Kyspert. Even if | knew the spells | couldn’t 
leave!» 


Now and then in my life, and perhaps yours too, one discovers that one’s friends have made 
their own decisions, nonstandard though they are, insane and unwise as they probably are, and 
have bound themselves forever to a path that is utterly uncharted and unpredictable, and 
probably will result in a thousand kinds of doom. The first few times my friends did this, | spent 
quite some time biting them, insulting them, trying to dissuade them from a commitment already 
made irrevocable, and otherwise wasting everyone’s time and diminishing a friendship already 
under terrible strain. By my current age, | have learned to recognize the symptoms of the 
situation, which are simply this: the friend does something ridiculously radical and extreme, and 
sounds happy about it. | have also learned what to do about it, which is simply this: pretend to 


smile, and offer to help out however is possible, and hope that the results are less terrible than 
they could be. (They never are, by the way; all the anticipated troubles are sure to arise to bite 
one, and some surprising ones as well. Still, your place is by your friend’s side, biting back at 
the troubles or casting healing spells.) 


| took a moment to remind myself of this principle, and the various times when failing to do it 
made an already-dreadful situation worse. Then | said, «You sound happy about it, | must say, 
so | will be happy for you. Though I’m glad you kept the nyxylith! | would hate to have you 
simply vanish forever into mystery!» 


«lam happy! | am free! My horrible husband will never bite or taunt me again! Jaraswat will 
never piss forth his contempt in my face! You will no longer chew my entrails with kindness and 
forgiveness, while making sure | am your subject and client forever! Nobody here will know that | 
came in last in my mating flight, nor understand what that means!» 


That was rather upsetting, so | decided to have a fight rather than follow the general principle. 
«l’m sorry | made it onto your list of enemies! | was trying to help, you know. For real.» 


«l know you were, Jyothky. | Know you were being as gentle with me as our laws and society 
allow. But can you deny that allowing me on the Expedition was a gift that proves your utter 
victory over me? Can you deny that | would be your pawn forever, if you arranged for and paid 
for my divorce? Can you deny that, when our lives are measured against each other, | come in 
last place — not second of two, but last of two, as if | didn’t have the skills or intellect or courage 
or power to even put up a contest worthy of note? In the eyes of dragons everywhere, you 
would have utterly defeated me even more than the dragonesses of my mating flight did. Well, 
that’s as it may be. The eyes of dragons everywhere will never see me, ever again.» 


«That is all true, Roroku. It is not my doing, or the consequences in the eyes of dragons 
everywhere are not, anyhow. We are not a species to whom kindness or gentleness comes 
naturally, you know. And | at least wasn’t going to do anything horrible to you. That ‘eyes of 
dragons everywhere’ matter is more than enough revenge on you. | couldn’t reduce it if | tried, 
which | was doing by the way, and | wouldn’t have added an ant’s weight to it.» If anyone in 
Dorday knows what a miserable dragon looks like, they must have thought that the litany of 
misdeeds | had done (or was thought to have done) during the conquest of Trest was getting to 
me. Tarcuna and Nrararn, who do know, murmured utterly comforts to me, and | had to put them 
off and explain my transdimensional trauma later on. 


«l know that too, Jyothky. | have been chewing on it every third night for the whole expedition. 
Gyovanth and Jaraswat get the other two nights of fretting. | don’t blame you for it. But don’t you 
blame me for being just as glad to escape from you as | am from Gyovanth.» 


«l concede defeat in this particular emotional duel, Roroku. | don’t think it’s one of Rnhedosaur’s 
forms, but it should be. You have actually managed to cause me considerable pain, no matter 
that | couldn’t feel if my body were slowly ground into dragonburger. | request your permission to 
withdraw from the field to lick and heal my wounds. May | converse with you again, though?» 


«Jyothky, | accept your surrender. | think our entire relationship has been beyond any theoretical 
etiquette | know of. Shall we declare ourselves even, and continue matters as long-range 
correspondants?» 


«Roroku, nothing would please me more.» (Nothing that remained available, anyhow. | had 
been looking forward to having her as my client, my ally who owed everything to me. Another 
decent lover for Nrararn, if either or both of them found it appealing. (Yes, | am pandering for 
Nrararn. Yes, | am jealous, but | mostly manage to be jealous of him-and-everyone-else 
enjoying their bodies, rather than him-and-a-few-others enjoying his body.) And, yes, | would 
have enjoyed having that ultimate victory over the dragon who gave me the first devastating 
insult of my life. But enough mourning for that particular impossible future.) 


Roroku, now forever Ro-Ro-Ku, left off with the nyxylith, and stretched her wings, and flew 
towards her eccentric, insane, incredible self-chosen destiny as the God-Queen of Kyspert. 


Gyovanth vs. Roroku, last round (115/170) 


Gyovanth vs. Roroku, last round 


Gyovanth did not generally carry a nyxylith, but he snagged one from Mirinxan, who was on 
duty that week. «Jyothky! You must relay this urgent message to my wife!» 


«Messages to Roroku are not urgent any more, Gyovanth. Also | am in the middle of surgery, 
which is urgent.» 


| was, too. As part of the concluding ceremonies of Liberation Day — the part | 
enjoy — | assist with surgery on the worst cases of cyoziworm infection. (Apologies 
if you haven’t studied that unpleasant topic; just skip this part. It’s entirely about me 
and therefore is irrelevant but | want to say it.) In fact the conquest of Trest had its 
good facets, one of which was that we made the hovens very aware of the 
mind-controlling parasites in their midst. We couldn’t figure out how to fight them 
ourselves, but we got hoven science involved, and they came up with some 
adequate answers. Most of the wormridden are constantly drugged with low doses 
of barbituates, which render their worms torpid without killing them (killing the worm 
kills the host hoven, usually.), and merely leave the hosts dull-witted. They have to 
wear uncomfortable heavy metal-filled vests which prevent the worms from feeding 
(except under a doctor’s supervision, and from a goat rather than a hoven), 
breeding, or infesting other hovens. There are still some tough cases — hovens 
who cannot endure the drugs, relatives of important people, the occasional child 
who somehow gets infested. The ultimate answer is surgery, and some of the most 
dangerous surgery ever. A hoven doctor carefully removes the cyoziworm, including 
the dozens of spines that let it stimulate the victim’s brain. This inevitably damages 
the worm enough so that it spill poison into the victim. Under the best 


circumstances, this would kill the victim a dozen times over, and ruin her brain as 
well. Hoven medicine can’t compensate for that. Draconic healing magic can. 


We don’t have very many dragons who will do this healing at all. It’s not hard, but 
it's boring and unprofitable and doesn’t give much glory. And tends to get hovens 
stuck in love with one, which is awkward. (It also gets one into Llredh’s good graces 
— he was wormridden once — but he tends to express that sexually rather than in 
terms of political influence, and that’s more of a negative than a positive.) We could 
use a grand of dragons working constantly! Instead we have a gross of dragons 
who will put in a few days a year. I’m one of those, and no better than any other: | 
have four scheduled days of surgery a year, and sometimes add another one or two 
for some particular political reason, or because it pleases my formerly-wormridden 
friend Tarcuna. 


«No! The hoven will die in a duodecade or four no matter what you do now! My wife will be gone 
forever unless you act instantly!» 


«Gyovanth, your wife was gone forever before | found out what she had done. Ask Sjojarn or 
Wo Awo for an introductory lecture on how a hhejgsShyant works. When you have done, and my 
surgery is over, | will talk to you,» | answered. 


He argued. | pointed out that | was his acting monarch and had just given him a direct order that 
was relevant to his situation. He argued more. | told Tultamaan and Osoth to compel his 
obedience — my first interference in the Expedition’s autonomy in weeks, and, | think, the only 
useful one ever. The two travel mages spent two hours filling Gyovanth’s ears, if not his head, 
with physico-magical field theories, hhej8Shyant construction, transfinite arithmetic, 
sthega-algebras, and the fact that, without a reach-scale or an imprint thereof, they weren’t 
going to be able to get to Kyspert and Roroku, nor she to any dragon-world, and that was that. 


So Roroku and | were spared the “You must come home!” conversation. 


Roroku vs. Gyovanth, last round, part 2 


So here’s the conversation they did have, instead. 


Me: «As far as I’m concerned, | now proclaim both of you, officially divorced and simultaneously 
widowed. You both have the right to remarry, for what that’s worth. Roroku, um, you’ve only got 
kysps around, so | don’t know how you'll manage that, and you probably shouldn't tell me. And 
Gyovanth, | have not the slightest idea how you will find a mating flight at your age and 
reputation, but if you want an urning marriage, you're in the right place.» 


Gyovanth: «Urnings are vile! | breathe and excrete upon them!» 


Me: «lf you think that, you’re in the wrong place. But you can decide that for yourself. Anyhow, | 
am going to shut up and just relay messages. If you have anything you want to say to each 
other, say it now. | can do this again if you have something that needs to be said, hoard 


locations or the activation words of magic rings say. But | wil/ not do this again simply to let you 
try to emotionally bite each other after today. Go to!» 


Gyovanth: «Roroku! You are the worst wife ever! You whine and complain, you are without skill 
or grace, your hoard is thin, your copulations are like thin jelly!» 


Roroku: «And guess what, Gyovanth? You never have to deal with me ever again! I’m not your 
wife anymore!» 


Gyovanth: «Bah, marriages are perpetual! They cannot be dissolved by a word from a 
worm-queen!» 


Roroku: «You are incorrect about the law. Besides, the queen is just giving official recognition 
to something / have done. A word from a queen, plus an insurmountable separation at an 
infinite distance! Gyovanth, you must realize! | am far away, infinitely far, transcendantly far! 
Almost far enough away so that your moral stench does not reach my tongue!» 


Gyovanth: «Unnatural dragoness! What sort of a wife says such a thing, much less does it?» 


Roroku: «An ex-wife — a triumphantly-ex wife! Besides, if | have any skill in excessive and 
overdramatic insults, | learnt it all from you. You rarely said any other thing to me.» 


Gyovanth: «You are disgusting and horrible, you are the worst sort of criminal, you wallow in 
slime, you have coupled adulterously with Vaareng!» 


Roroku: «Oh, | admit the adultery! It was inevitable and strategic though. | could not endure the 
thought that the last dragon | ever twined with would be you.» 


Gyovanth: «| am a grand times the lover Vaareng will ever be!» 


Roroku: «In offensive pungency, yes, you are. In supplying amatory satisfaction, the ratio is 
reversed. No, Gyovanth, you cannot dispute me; | have data!» 


Gyovanth: «Your data was achieved by dishonorable means and is thus invalid!» 


Roroku: «That’s not how validity works. Not how honor works either! Consider Vazverith and 
Snedsaana, consider Hedex and Maranorse!» Those being famous couples in which marital 
infidelity had been used tactically and successfully, to the greater glory of one or both of the 
couple. Vazverith and Snedsaafha were Gyovanth’s second cousins once removed, incidentally, 
so I’m counting that as Roroku scoring an extra point. 


Gyovanth: «But now! What a miserable fate awaits you! You will pour forth your inadequacies 
and woeful weakness upon Kyspert — the world that you stole from us! From me!» 


Roroku: «Also | stole all your beloved magic rings, which is to say my magic rings, since we 
were married at the time. And Vaareng’s Mintwall Shield, too; | feel a bit bad about that. And 
think upon your own fate! Shameful it is in some degree to fail to get married. But how much 


more shameful to be such an awful husband that your wife would rather depart the 
dragon-worlds altogether than be married to you!» 


Gyovanth: «The shame is entirely yours! You fled from me — you could not face me!» 


Roroku: «The laughter and mockery of every dragon everywhere: these things are yours now! | 
at least will never see them again!» 


Gyovanth: «Who will mount you now? Who will twine with you? Who will bite your wings and 
bid you be good?» 


Roroku: «Precisely the dragons whom | wish to, Gyovanth, which is to say; none. Who will 
twine with you now? No dragoness, | wager! If it is anyone, it is some-drake who will demand to 
mount you half the time, and you will let him and think yourself lucky if it’s only half!» 


Gyovanth: «Not so! | am heterosexual — | am married!» 


Roroku: «No longer the latter! How long before the need in your hemipenises drives you to be 
no longer the former? Will it be weeks — or hours? Hah, but who would have you, even among 
the horny, horny drakes of the Exploring Company? Everyone knows how you treat your 
lovers!» 


Gyovanth: «Your bluster is without merit, and it is vacuous! | am sure to be desirable by all 
dragons! It is | who will have my choice of them!» 


Roroku: «You were never desirable, save that you had lands and title and wealth. And now | 
am queen of an entire universe: more lands and title and wealth, when | feel like getting them, 
and none of putrid falsehood-veriception-like Gyovanth to go with them!» 


And on and on like that. They went at it for hours as | relayed their words to each other. If 
Roroku had fought back like that inside her marriage, she might have had a more equal one. 
But coming in last in one’s mating flight, as she had done and | only barely escaped (if that), is a 
heavy bruising thing, and none too good for the ferocity or the self-confidence. One cure for 
which seems to be, humiliating and escaping one’s enemies. 


Ah, well. At least | am her friend as well as her enemy, which is more than can be said for 
Gyovanth. 


Disposing of Gyovanth 


The next morning, at Base Camp, an exasperated and underslept Gyovanth leapt upon 
Vaareng, in a brutal and vicious surprise attack. Actually, it was no surprise at all. Vaareng was 
quite sure that it would happen. Driaith the lover may or may not have actually forgiven him, but 
Driaith the defense mage did prepare for Vaareng a bouquet of caustic and actinic surprises, 
and both Driaith and Mirinxan were close at hand and ready to defend Vaareng when the attack 
occurred. | didn’t get details of that fight, but a duodecade later the bones of Gyovanth’s 


forelimbs were still riddled with structural weaknesses which could be tenasensed without 
staring from many yards off. So Driaith’s surprises must have been quite good. 


A trial was immediately required. Osoth appointed himself, Katamerces the lawyer, Jaraswat, 
and Wo Awo as the jury, and Tultamaan as the magistrate. Since Jaraswat, Gyovanth’s enemy 
in the first brawl, was on the jury, everyone immediately concluded that it was a kangaroo court. 
Osoth assured me that that was not his intent; Jaraswat, as the second-or-third ranked dragon 
in the party, demanded and deserved a role in the trial, and he couldn’t very well be magistrate, 
so the jury was the only choice. 


Tultamaan: “Behold Gyovanth, the Mighty drake who has so often asserted how superior his 
Married Status makes him to the rest of us.” 


Gyovanth: “Il won my mating flight; you lost all three of yours. The facts are clear enough!” 


Tultamaan: “That fact is clear enough. So is the fact that, at the moment, | might be able to best 
you at Arm-Wrestling. My forelimbs have been Paralyzed from my Separation. But Yours have 
the honor to be wrapped in Many Medical Materials from Psajathrion working all afternoon upon 
them. So | daresay they are Equally Flaccid and probably More Painful, but | claim the 
advantage of Considerable Experience in getting them to do the few things that they can 
actually do. Shall we Try the Experiment after the trial?” 


Gyovanth: “You are armless; | am armless. In a year, you will still be armless, but | will be hale 
again.” 


Tultamaan: “Oh, Gyovanth, | am Ever So Sorry, but the point | am making has Zoomed Past 
You, waving a Large Mauve Flag to attract your pinspeck little Attention. Let me try again. Open 
your Mouth Wide, for, although it is no Faster or more Elusive than any Stunned Sheep, you 
clearly need all the Advance Preparation Available so you don't miss it.” Tultamaan evidently 
considers the role of magistrate to be one in which he can show off his skills at offending 
people. 


Gyovanth: “Osoth! | demand a new magistrate! This one is rude!” 


Osoth: “If Tultamaan recuses himself, Jaraswat shall take his place, due to his rank in the 
Expedition.” Everyone was right: this was a kangaroo court and no question. | considered 
interfering, but to what end? Bringing him to another kangaroo court on Hove, run by myself? 


Someone: “No Jaraswat! Tultamaan is easier to understand!” 
Someone Else: “No Jaraswat! Tultamaan is also funnier!” 


Tultamaan: “I shall not recuse myself. Jaraswat thinks himself to be a Scientist. | note that this 
makes him Incapable of Intellectual Honesty” 


Itharieth: “By the Flawslip’s clawtips, | too am a scientist! Am | then thusly incapable?” 


Tultamaan: “Jaraswat thinks himself a Scientist. You are actually a Scientist. There is no real 
comparison.” 


Jaraswat: “Tultamaan, you a juke-taj and an ohio-omorsko!” 


Tultamaan: “Jaraswat, | am insulting you Plainly. You have no need to come up with these 
Obscure Terms. If you wish to Insult me, do so Clearly. See if you have either the Wit or the 
Courage to come up with some Epithet which has not been used a gross of times already.” 


Osoth: “Tultamaan, Jaraswat, if you wish to duel, please do so on your own time. Today we are 
trying Gyovanth.” 


Gyovanth: “In so disorderly and biased a court, there is no justice! | demand a trial on civilized 
Chiriact!” 


Tultamaan: “Civilized Hove, not civilized Chiriact, is the relevant dragon-world. In any case, we 
shall return to Your Case. Your Forelimbs are, as | have observed already, entirely Swaddled in 
Medical Items.” 


Gyovanth: “You know it. Cowardly Vaareng worked some slight of magic upon me, with the help 
of his cock-worshipping faggot butt-boy!” 


Tultamaan: “You might wish to revise your Testimony. Half the jury is, if not actively 
Cock-Worshipping, at least working hard to Appreciate Them as a Tolerable Substitute for What 
Is Actually Desired.” 


Gyovanth: “There is no such need. The verdict is decided, is it not?” 


Tultamaan: “More or Less, but we must go through the Motions and Procedures. In case, let us 
say, there is some Extenuating Circumstance which we have Neglected to Notice that you might 
wish to bring to our Kind Attention.” 


Gyovanth: “You are enjoying the chance to get a judicial revenge upon your natural superior, a 
married drake who exhibits no disgusting lusts!” 


Tultamaan: “Ah, the Present Tense! It comes so easily to you, does it not? Woe to you! For you 
must use the Past Tense for one of those clauses. We shall see what becomes of the other, 
especially if the Hints of your Extramarital but insufficiently Coy Flirtations on this expedition are 
accurate.” 


Gyovanth: “Oh, get on with it.” 


Disposing More of Gyovanth 


Tultamaan: “So, then, why did you feel it worthwhile to assault Vaareng? As | understand your 
Position in this Expedition, you are a Guard. | flatter myself to say that | understand your 
Position very well, for | am Captain of the Guards, and you report to me. Were your injuries 


caused, perhaps, by Defending good Vaareng from some Terrible Danger enough to so badly 
Ruin a Drake?” 


Gyovanth: “You know | wasn't.” 
Tultamaan: “What, then, were you doing?” 


Gyovanth: “Taking my just and customary revenge upon the drake who committed adulteries 
against me, who turned my wife from submission to hatred!” 


Tultamaan: “The Former Drake is Vaareng, | suppose, but the Latter Drake is clearly Yourself. 
Still, upon your forelegs we see the Unimpeachable Evidence that you are Truthful in this 
regard. You did indeed take a most Distinctive and Unmistakeable Revenge upon Your Own 
Self.” 


Gyovanth: “You distort my words! It is Vaareng and Jaraswat, not myself, who are the 
adulterers!” 


Tultamaan: “From previous testimony we understand that Vaareng was rather more of an 
Innocent and Eager Victim in this regard. Your Former wife manipulated him with a Few Words 
and a Flick of Her Claspers. She seduced him out of the Mintwall Shield, after all.” 


Gyovanth: “She seduced, he seduced, it matters not! The fucking occurred! | am allowed my 
revenge!” 


Tultamaan: “Custom allows you to bite the Seductor of your Wife. But this Custom is 
Unimportant to the point of Meagreity in Two Important Respects. First is that the Needs of the 
Exploring Company are Paramount over minor personal annoyances. Second is that Custom 
does not give you rights over the Seductor of your Ex-Wife.” (This is a bit specious, since the 
seduction occurred before she was divorced in anything beyond mere truth.) 


Gyovanth: “That is specious! The seduction occurred before any signs of the so-called divorce 
had occurred!” 


Tultamaan: “It has been Thoroughly Established that you are unable to perceive Important 
Signs and Clues. You need not Exert Yourself Further on this point. The salient concern is the 
First. You were planning to badly injure a Very Useful Member of the Expedition. We fret 
somewhat less for the result, viz., that, instead, you managed to badly injure a Refractory and 
thusly Useless Member of the Expedition. Though neither cause nor effect makes you Much of 
an Asset. Well? What say you?” 


Gyovanth: “I was asserting my traditional rights. That is a statement! Not an excuse! No excuse 
is needed!” 


Tultamaan: “The first point is established without any particular rebuttal, or even much 
awareness of why we might Care About The Matter. Now, for the second point. There was a bit 


of a tumult in the Portal-Head, at which you and Jaraswat and Vaareng had a Battle. You were 
the Instigator of this Battle, were you not?” 


Gyovanth: “Jaraswat had designs upon my wife, and bitten her without permission! Was | to 
tolerate such insults? Of course | leapt upon him — | would have thrashed him save that the 
situation became overcomplicated!” 


Tultamaan: “We regard this as an Affirmative Answer. An Incorrect Answer, as the clever 
Roroku was the actual Instigator. But it was you, not she, who turned the battle from Verbal to 
Physical.” 


Gyovanth: “What? Are you saying that my wife tricked me? Ignominious! If | had my forelegs | 
would battle you now!” 


Tultamaan: “I don’t have mine. Clearly you are afraid of a Fair Fight with the drake you so often 
and so accurately term a Coward and a Weakling. Which is failing worse now, your Bravery or 
your Strength, | wonder?” 


Gyovanth: [an unreportable and probably somewhat vulgar comment. ] 


Tultamaan: “Possibly so, but | should resolve to enjoy it if it somehow occurred. For your part, 
we have stated that you started the physical part of the battle. Do you disagree?” When he 
doesn’t use spurious capital letters [which are spoken particles in Grand Draconic — BB], he is 
at his most dangerous. 


Gyovanth: “Of course not.” 


Tultamaan: “Then there is no dispute that you are the one most responsible for the destruction 
of all of those instruments and implements.” 


Gyovanth: “What? No! | wished to destroy Jaraswat, not the equipment!” 


Tultamaan: “Destroy Jaraswat, copulate with Jaraswat, it matters nothing. You chose a course 
of action for the event, and as a natural and predictable consequence, much of value was 
destroyed. You will be responsible for replacing it.” Ah, this is not simply a kangaroo court. It is 
an attempt to recoup some immense losses from Gyovanth’s substantial horde. Gyovanth and 
everyone understood that instantly, being dragons. 


Gyovanth: “I shall never pay from such an extortion!” 


Tultamaan: “Ah, you wish to depart from the Expedition instead, and somehow slither invisibly 
through half of Hove hoping that the Mighty Dragons of Jyothky and Ythac do not discover you 
to exert their Justice? Such things could happen. Of course, even if they do, you will get no 
Honor from the Expedition; rather the opposite. | am sure you have a vast litany of Impressive 
Deeds to your credit that | am somehow unaware of, such that a few minor blots would barely 
be noticed? Like Losing Your Wife and then Running Away From No Actual Danger.” 


Gyovanth: “| am not a coward! By the Narnu, | shall pay as you extort!” 


A brief pause of two or three hours was taken while the matter was arranged and made 
irrevocable. The estimate of damages was quite impressively high, and | believe that two routine 
sorcerous tools were replaced by far superior creations of Lliashatheny. 


Kangaroo 


Tultamaan: “And now we resume. There is one further matter.” 


Gyovanth: “What sort of ridiculous trumped-up charge are you going to kangaroo me with 
next?” 


Tultamaan: “Your Determined and Forceful Elimination of a Valuable And Skillful member of the 
expedition.” 


Gyovanth: “Again you bring this charge? | have paid in full and then lots for my Entirely 
Justified Assaults on Jaraswat and Vaareng.” (Note to self and everyone: never, ever try to 
mock Tultamaan’s Ridiculous Overcapitalized Speech Patterns. The attempts always come out 
pathetic, and Tultamaan doesn’t care.) 


Tultamaan: “I refer of course to the clever and skillful Analysis Mage who has recently chosen 
to Depart or even Skedaddle an infinite and insurmountable distance from her Normal Duties, 
largely as a result of Your Behavior.” 


Gyovanth: “What? Jaraswat drove her over the edge, not I! And besides she is a useless 
she-wombat, a vile and disgusting female toad, a lump of harpy eagle feces only suitable for 
copulation, devoid of both magical and intellectual force!” 


Tultamaan: “The perplexed court notes with some distress what Gyovanth does with harpy 
eagle feces.” Much amusement from the audience! This was what they were there to see. “We 
must leave this unimaginable deed unimagined. And | mean ‘must’ in the sense that to do 
otherwise would leave very unpleasant imagines in our imaginations. ” 


Gyovanth: “I splutter in fumaceous rage!” [not his exact words] 


Tultamaan: “You do indeed, and with considerable skill. Still: do you assert that you were a 
pleasant husband, of the sort who would not drive a wife to despairing and extraordinarily 
radical action? That is, do you live up to the standards of 20,735 drakes out of 20,736?” 


Gyovanth: “I simply provided a few points of encouragement towards her greater glory, her 
worthiness to exist in upper Chiriact society!” 


Tultamaan: “These ‘points’ that you mention. Are they, perhaps, the Points of your Fangs and 
Claws?” 


Gyovanth: “When that seemed appropriate! Who among us has never bitten his wife? — Ah, | 
forget. None of you have ever had a wife, for you are each and every one from the inferior half 
of the drakes in your mating flights.” 


Tultamaan: “Being in the upper half seems to have had a Less than Salubrious Effect upon 
your Ego. As a matter of Psychic Health, | recommend that you boast about a considerably 
more Exceptional and Unusual Point: viz. that you are the one dragon so unpleasant as to drive 
his wife to flee to another universe.” 


Gyovanth: “Hah, it is not | who did that! It is Jyothky herself! Roroku would often whine and wail 
about being in Jyothky’s debt forever!” 


Tultamaan: “Roroku could have avoided Jyothky’s Infinitesmal Wrath by the simple expedient of 
Not Coming On The Expedition. | suppose we can Look Into the Matter Further. Itharieth, Osoth, 
you know about this point?” 


Itharieth and Osoth: “Gyovanth had a dozen measures in Roroku’s litany of sorrow. Jaraswat 
had a half-dozen. Jyothky got a scant single measure. The assorted urning drakes who resent 
all dragonesses, a half-measure. That is the sum of it.” | could have corrected them, but didn’t. 


Gyovanth: “Bah! | am her husband! Who would know better what she said and thought?” 


Tultamaan: “Nearly anyone! It was not Evident that you ever Listened to her, even when you 
Were her husband.” 


At this point, Gyovanth’s legal defense abruptly became an incendiary offense, which | believe 
to be a legal offense as well. Tultamaan was expecting it, and well-defended. He simply smirked 
and Gyovanth’s flames splattered off of Driaith’s best handywork and Tultamaan’s own 
collection of magical talismans. 


Tultamaan: “Well put, sir, well put indeed. Have you further Explanations or Excuses?” 
Gyovanth: ”... no...” 
Tultamaan: “A pity. Does anyone else wish to add anything before | pronounce the verdict?” 


Gyovanth: “I do! You area...” 


Tultamaan: “Yes, yes, we know all that already. We have heard it a gross of times, and | make 
no particular Denials of it. Anyone else?” 


Driaith: “You are what Gyovanth was about to call you, but at least you’re a smart one. And 
your tongue and your wit as sharp as an uncrippled drake’s claws!” Which got him an awkward 
two-legged curtsey from Tultamaan, and that got him glowers from Mirinxan and Vaareng. 


Tultamaan: “There is no doubt that you are guilty beyond the meager extenuating 
circumstances of Injuring Vaareng, of Destroying Equipment, and of Driving Roroku Off.” 


Gyovanth: “I have paid for the equipment! In excessive measure, beyond any reasonable 
punishment!” 


Tultamaan: “True enough! But for the first and the third, you have as yet done nothing. Upon 
consultation with the senior members of the Expedition, we find you far too Disruptive and 
Disobedient to allow to remain. Thus we banish you from our number.” 


Gyovanth: WHAT?” | don’t blame him for being furious. He had paid for the equipment on an 
implicit suggestion that he would be allowed to stay, and here he was, being dismissed after 
being robbed. 


Tultamaan: “Banished. You shall leave immediately. Osoth shall send undead creatures to bring 
your possessions to Hove.” 


Gyovanth: “I shall do no such thing!” 


Tultamaan’s squad of guards rose to their feet, grinning many terrible grins, shining with 
Driaith’s defensive spells. 


Gyovanth: “I shall depart — but | shall appeal this judgment to King Ythac!” 


Tultamaan: “To Queen Jyothky, who is our royal sponsor. Osoth and | shall, of course, abide by 
her decision. Would you like to make an Intelligent Comment now? No, it seems you shall let 
your Perfect Record of the day stand? Very well! Be off with you. We have much to repair here, 
from the damage you have left in your wake!” 


Gyovanth in the Courts of Hove 


Gyovanth in the Courts of Hove 


In due time, which was just under two weeks, Gyovanth did appeal to Ythac, demanding all his 
last treasures back (including the magic rings that Roroku had taken to inaccessible Kyspert), 
and a quite astounding variety of quite astounding punishments for the Expedition members and 
me. Ythac, as one might expect, told him to take the last clause out and petition me instead. “Or 
you could demand that Jyothky’s scales be pried off and she be immersed in a bath of caustic 
slug-leeches. She wouldn’t actually care about the physical part of that. You might be able to 
persuade her it was a beauty treatment or something. She needs that. She’s so matte-black and 
feminine.” 


So, after another week, Gyovanth presented me with a list of crimes committed against him, and 
a list of demands. | read them carefully, in the Banners-Far-Above-The-River Potato Shipping 
Warehouse, and gave them to Pofku, an elderly bachelor drake who knows more about 
draconic law than most of us. “Oh, good, you’re not including me in the charges any more.” 


Gyovanth stared at me. “You know about that?” 


“Silly monster! Of course | do. | have been attending this case with considerable care,” | said. 
“Are you sure you're not biased — not unfair?” 


“Oh, I’m sure I’m biased and unfair. All | can guarantee you is judgment that doesn’t keep me up 
at night. You will hate it and consider it biased and unfair, I’m sure. | will flatter myself that | have 
done a good job if very few other dragons consider it biased and unfair.” 


This vague nod in the general direction of justice did not please him much. But he knew he was 
not going to get a better one. 


He started with, “This divorce you have vomited forth upon me. | did not and do not consent to 
it.” 


Pofku nodded. “Not required. Not expected. Unilateral by one spouse.” Pofku was not actually a 
very good lawyer: he never says a sentence when a single word will do. Gyovanth complained. 
Pofku had brought books and tomes, and showed Gyovanth certain relevant passages. 


| crossed several items off Gyovanth’s list, as based on a fallacious legal argument and thus 
without merit. 


Gyovanth’s second point was, “Your drakes cheated me. They suggested that, if | paid, | would 
be allowed to stay on the expedition. Then they tossed me — me! — out anyhow!” 


So | asked, “Did they actually promise that you could stay?” 
“Yes, they certainly did!” 


So | got out all my transcripts of the conversation, from three nyxylith users, and compared them 
to Gyovanth’s transcript. Predictably, my three didn’t include anything close to a promise, and 
Gyovanth’s did. | checked with Tultamaan and Osoth, who were unambiguous. “Well, then. 
From this evidence, | have to conclude that you misunderstand and misremember the offer. 
Would you like to give me more evidence? You could bring in a witness from the expedition. You 
could repeat your testimony without veriception blocks. You could try to persuade Tultamaan or 
Osoth to testify without veriception blocks. That’s all | can think of, but if you have any other 
ideas, you may propose them.” 


Gyovanth drummed his claws on an old potato bin. “There are no untainted witnesses. Dropping 
my veriception blocks would be ignoble. Tultamaan and Osoth would find a way to hide the truth 
despite veriception. | cannot press this charge further.” By which | understand, he’s 
approximately lying and knows he can’t get away with it. 


vanth in th la f Hove 2 


“Very well. As it happens, | do think they tricked you and cheated you,” | said. He looked 
confusedly hopeful for the first time that day. “Not unlawfully, as | estimate these things. Dragons 


have been tricking dragons out of treasures for our whole history.” He drooped. “I don’t think that 
putting you back in this expedition would work: it is clear that they do not want you. But | shall 
start a list of dragons whom | think deserve a place on the next expedition, and your name shall 
be first on it.” 


“That is a jasper for a ruby!” he snapped. 


“Yes. Better than no gem, though,” | answered. “And the ruby is gone.” Meaning the opportunity 
to gain honor on this expedition. 


“Yes. The ruby is gone,” he sighed, meaning Roroku. 


“Which | suppose brings us to these claims,” | said. “You demand compensation of various sorts 
for the loss of your wife.” 


“| do. | won her in a proper mating flight! She was —” 


“| do know what she was to you,” | said. “She made that quite clear, and every other dragon who 
talked about you did, too. Now she is a ruby, but only when she is gone.” 


“You worked to destroy her proper wifely affection for me!” 


| dropped my veriception blocks. This is quite shocking behavior from a ruler, but has become a 
bit of a custom on Hove. “No, no, that was gone before | first spoke to her after your wedding. If 
it ever existed at all. She never told me that it did.” 


“| object — | demand — | importune!” objected, demanded, and importuned Gyovanth. The 
ensuing conversation took approximately twelve years, though, technically, it was over by the 
end of the afternoon. Pofku fell asleep halfway through. | would have liked to do the same, but 
someone needed to uphold my side of the argument. 


Finally — oh, finally! — | got to say, “So, | have listened to everything you have said about the 
ruin of your marriage, your honor, and your hoard. You have persuaded me that you and Roroku 
were a terrible couple who should never have married, but, given that you had, you should have 
been divorced as soon as possible. You demand compensation for her marital flaws and crimes, 
while not accepting that your own marital flaws and crimes would require similar compensation 
from you. You also don’t have a good reason why the royal treasury of Hove should compensate 
you, or anyone but Roroku herself, and you did have her entire hoard for about a day, until you 
got tricked out of most of it by means that most dragons would regard as ‘ingenous’ rather than 
‘criminal’. The physical punishments are simply untenable, as she is beyond reach. | could ask 
her to chew off her own paws or something, but I’m not sure that | could be eloquent enough to 
persuade her to actually do it. In short, my answer to your demands is a concrete composed of 
‘can't’, ‘needn’t’, and ‘won't’, with a substantial inpouring of ‘you haven't evidence for that’. As 
always, if you want to bring further and more persuasive evidence for anything, you know how 
to do it.” 


“That is, indeed, what passes for justice on Hove,” he agreed. 


| let him have the last word, since he hadn’t gotten anything else of any value. 


Gyovanth vs. Jyothky, round 1 


A month later, Nrararn peered at me oddly. “Jyothky? Why didn’t you tell me you were a lesbian 
separatist?” 


“I'm afraid it slipped my mind, Nrararn,” | said. “What on Hove are you talking about?” 


He gave me a small booklet — not many pages, | mean, but sized for a dragon’s paws. ‘The 
Black Curse is a Vicious Dyke’ What a title! The book is clearly meant for dragons, but uses an 
offensive nickname and an offensive concept that come from Trest. No dragon would call me 
the Black Curse. They'd just call me a black girl.” My coloration is boring, both in being a matte 
monochrome, and in being one of the common female colors. 


“Read it!” my husband commanded in imperious tones which brooked no disobedience. Or 
made me giggle, at least. 


| admit to not reading the whole of the booklet. It was rather confusing, making the points that 
(1) | copulate with many dragons | am not married to, (2) | only actually desire females, 
preferably female hovens or even animals, and (3) everything else about me is horrible in all 
sorts of ways. 


“That’s not too inaccurate. I'll concede two of the three points,” | said. 
“But you'll leave out (2), like always,” said Tarcuna. 
“You read it?” 


“| read it,” she said. “I think | Know who wrote it. The style reminds me of certain tracts that 
religious and civil authorities required me to read when | was first discovered to be lesbian.” 


Deech 


Deech Portero 


She was wrong about who wrote it, but we asked Ythac to hunt the author down. So within the 
hour, | had this conversation with the gentleman in question, in his study, in Tublier, frequently 
voted as the Least Interesting City In Trest. 


“Hello, are you Deech Portero, author of this pamphlet?” | asked, looking like a fairly ordinary 
hoven girl. 


“Why, yes, | am,” he said. 


| turned into a small-but-larger-than-him version of myself. “I was curious about how you came 
to write it,” | said in a very gentle but very lizardly voice. “Oh, it is not a hurry. Take a moment to 
compose yourself.” 


It took more than a moment, and more than one cup of wine. Healing spells can be cast quietly, 
and can dispose of alcohol as they do other poisons, so Deech wasn’t actually drunk, just under 
the impression he was. Which is almost the same thing. 


“So, now that you are more comfortable, please do me the kindness of explaining how this 

particular pamphlet came to be written. More to the point, how it came to be written in Petty 
Draconic, and published in a format intended for a very small and specific audience of very 
large and scaly people.” 


He scowled. “I have witnesses and evidence for all of it.” 


“Oh, | am actually aware of the details of my romantic life, and | can only wish it was a grandth 
part as romantic as your pamphlet says! The facts are not in dispute, and this is not a trial for 
libel. Technically | could kill you and your family for /ése majesté and sedition, on my own 
authority. You’d be much safer, legally, if you were still Ythac’s subject ... but | may choose to 
interpret this as an admiring if ill-conceived piece of fanfic. /f you are good about answering my 
questions.” 


He demurred a bit more. 


“Oh, of course you’re an anti-dragon rebel. | am too, did you know? | don’t have my RARU card 
on me at the moment, but | did join, a while ago.” As Ythac’s spy, and I’m pretty sure that RARU 
expelled me forever, but never mind that. They had several days between discovering me and 
winning most of their country back with my help. 


“That is nonsense,” he said. “I wouldn’t tell you for ten thousand thurnies.” 


Which was an invitation to bargain if | ever heard one. We settled on three thousand, plus 
protection. 


“| was commissioned by a dragon,” he said. “He (or she) didn’t give a name. Silver scales, 
sickle-shaped horns, a silver crest, intense blue eyes.” 


“| believe | know the gentledrake in question,” | said, because that’s Gyovanth. “Did he leave 
you anything by way of instructions or source material?” 


Gyovanth had left several sheets of paper, covered with rumors and odd tales about me, 
smelling strongly of himself. 


“Yes, indeed | know the gentleman in question.” 


So | commissioned another pamphlet from Deech Portero: a detailed study of my more 
impressive sexual escapades, written in the most florid and disgusted prose he could manage. 
A hoven reading it might conclude that | was some overblown libertine. A dragon reading it 
would find it routine and tedious. (Hovens do not know how to have sex well, except for Tarcuna 
and her ilk — the high-grade sex-worker ilk, that is, not the lesbian ilk or the in-hopeless-love ilk 
or various the other ilks that plague her life. Dragons do, except for me.) | had it dedicated to 
“He Who Knows’, which is to say, my husband. | don’t think that Deech liked dragons, or me, 
very much, but he did at least like thurnies. He included a number of oblique insults and veiled 
obnoxiousnesses in my pamphlet, and got paid for it. This makes him the second-happiest 
person involved in the divorce. 


| sent a copy to Gyovanth, too. 


Spells; Debts 


Spell 
«...And Psajathrion said goodbye again,» | concluded. 
«Did he give any particular details?» 


«Not this time. If he had a crush on you, this is probably the last squirt of it,» | wrote, and yes, 
that means exactly what you think it does. 


«l don’t think he did. He was friendly enough, but never like that. If any drake were ever not 
interested in sex, it would be Psajathrion. Any other messages?» asked Roroku. 


«That’s all,» | wrote. «From party members and family members. Your father wrote me to say 
that he is lodging an official protest, but he didn’t explain what he was protesting or what he 
expected me to do about it. | think we’re going to get a stupid three-cornered spat between Mhel 
and Hove and Chiriact.» 


«l’m very sorry. No. I’m measuredly sorry,» said Roroku. «Send him my love, again, and I'll be 
glad to write to him directly if that helps anything.» 


«lt might. Oh! Do you need any spells, there on Kyspert?» 


«By which do you mean, do | need any advanced travel magic spells that let me get back to the 
dragon-worlds? | am doing quite well so far, Jyothky, and | wouldn’t be casting those spells even 
if | could.» 


«l was thinking of simpler stuff. Small-person healing spells, maybe, or some basic 
finding-spells. | could see both of those being useful in your new career.» 


«Ohl! There are a few things | wished | had. My healing is sufficient, and my information magic is 
plentiful» (I had forgotten — | evidently still think of Roroku as “childhood rival” rather than 
“analysis mage”.) «Some cosmetic illusion spells though! The perpetual kind. | would like to, 
say, mark some kysp or some place as one | have personally blessed. Which could be done by 
illuminating it with a soft green light, or having an illusory sparkling butterfly circle it forever, or 
some such grace note.» 


«Boy-magic! The Adorn the Dancing Drake, perhaps; that’s what Nrararn often uses. Not a spell 
that a proper girl should know. Which, | suppose, puts it in the purview of the whore-queen of 
Hove. So | will study it with a tutor in the ordinary way and then try to tell you how it works 
through the venstroma. Or maybe I'll give Nrararn the venstroma and have him do the work.» 


«l can’t pay you for it,» noted Roroku. «You can get whatever you can get out of Gyovanth’s 
hoard, but | don’t expect that will be much now, or worth the effort.» 


«Of course not,» | said. 


«...l’m happy to be more in your debt, Jyothky, but this is a debt that cannot be paid off and will 
not be paid off.» 


«Well, except that I’d mostly have to learn the spells myself, and | have been telling myself for 
duodecades that | should learn more magic, and | haven't had the time or the excuse,» | 
admitted. «If you’d just tell me that you needed something interesting.» 


«Oh! That | can do. I’d have all sorts of uses for one of the spells that makes illusions of 
fabulous beasts and creatures, which do what | will. | don’t need to cover that many senses, 
even: sight and scent and sound are plenty.» 


«The Fabulous Fantasm, then? | could use that myself! Put a fabulous fantasm of myself on a 
platform for one of these ceremonies that | have to attend but don’t actually have to do anything 
at. Then sneak off in mouse-shape and, | don’t know. Twine with Nrararn.» (This because any 
proper married dragoness needs to say that she constantly desirous. Maybe if | say it enough it 
will become true.) «Or eat cheese or read a book.» 


«Now you're picking up my bad habit of running away! Don’t do that, Jyothky!» 
Oh, good. | think we’re friends again, or as much as we ever were, anyhow. 


Vaareng’s Fate 


Vaareng’s Fate 


The news of the brawl spread through the camp instantly. | know for a fact that the extremely 
useful and supposedly-unimaginative Mr. Norb wrote seven comic poems about the event. | 


daresay that the undead servitors were laughing about it within the minute, and continued to do 
so for weeks. 


Some people were less amused. 


After Psajathrion was finished attaching Vaareng’s scales and unboiling his face, it was 
Vaareng’s quite difficult task to rest quietly for the afternoon. His consort Driaith soon came to 
make that task impossible, accompanied by his (Driaith’s) other consort Mirinxan. 


Vaareng greeted them with proud excitement. “Hallo, Driaith, Mirinxan! Did you hear of the 
battle? | have much to boast of! | ripped the muscles of Gyovanth’s upper foreleg, | severed 
important wing-tendons, | burned a hole through his wing! And him with all the battle-training 
that a lord of Chiriact can buy!” 


Driaith nodded, and said in a low nervous voice, “We did hear about the battle. And the reasons 
for your involvement in it.” 


“What, and you do not come here to celebrate me?” said Vaareng. “Whyever not?” 


Driaith sighed. “This may be a difficult conversation. Perhaps we should wait until you are 
healed.” 


Mirinxan, to my surprise when | heard about it, said, “This kind of conversation does not keep. 
And Vaareng is not stupid, just self-absorbed. You have given him just enough of a hint to 
render relaxation impossible, Driaith. Do the rest.” 


Vaareng blinked. “Hint? — Oh! You seem upset, Driaith, Mirinxan. You do not rejoice. What did 
you come here to say?” 


Driaith crouched and curled his tail around his legs, like an overgrown and very lustrous black 
housecat. “Well. The reason you chose to involve yourself in that brawl. You had recently twined 
with Roroku, is the story everyone was saying?” 


Vaareng thought about his options for a moment, and, being a drake, chose to attack. “I had! 
She found me far preferable to her husband! Also! You cannot object! You have a whole other 
dragon as a lover! He crouches by your side even now! Words like ‘fidelity’ and ‘monogamy’ are 
in no way part of our ... our ... whatever you may call it. Arrangement.” 


“| would like to call it a ‘relationship’. Not to put too fine a point on the matter, | would like to call 


it a ‘love affair’,” said Driaith. “You squirm in distress and discomfort at the thought? You demur? 
You deny? What word would you choose, were you inclined to be specific?” 


“lam not happy with any words that | have thought of,” Vaareng admitted. 


“When night comes and sleep does not, do you shuffle through dictionaries and thesauri to find 
the right word, as | have been known to do? Do you shuffle through scenarios and possibilities, 
trying to find one that implies sufficient joy, as | do?” asked Driaith in his quietest voice. 


“No...” 
“Or do you prefer not to think about us — as a couple of sorts — at all?” asked Driaith. 


“Well. | do meditate on some of our intimacies after the fact,” admitted Vaareng. “The one by the 
four trees the other day — the river and the round rocks — the cloud-twine — even here two 
weeks ago. Such memories please me greatly.” 


“| was female for all of those,” noted Driaith. “So — what am | to you? Your part-time girlfriend? 
Whose unfortunate habit of having been born male, and wishing to sometimes indulge that fact, 
you are willing to overlook for want of a better option? To be abandoned as soon as you catch 
the scent of a true and full-time girl, even if she is obviously manipulating you and about to steal 
your hoard?” 


“Roroku did not do very well by me, really,” said Vaareng. 


“She did not,” said Driaith. “But you did not do very well by me either. You tossed me aside 
without a second thought — without a first thought, | believe!” 


Vaareng's Fate 2 


Vaareng attempted to engage some of his unused thought-processes — a terrible and painful 
exertion for anyone unused to such labor! (I should not mock him. Empathy does not come 
naturally to dragons, nor are we trained to it as dragonets, or, in many cases, ever. | was just as 
self-centered as he, and still am unless | am intentionally working not to be.) “Driaith, | did, at 
that, didn’t I?” 


“Yes, at the first sniff of a natural vulva. So, what am | to you? The best available substitute for 
the natural vulva that you seem to find so essential, but to be ignored or evicted at your 
convenience? Or, perhaps, your boyfriend — yes, boyfriend — who will be your ally and partner 
and consort, who will strike from the left when you strike from the right? | could manage to be 
one of these, | think. | doubt | could be both.” 


Vaareng mused a moment before answering. “I have been treating you as the former. | never 
made an actual choice — | never thought about the question even.” 


Mirinxan, who had been silent only with great effort, said, “It is no easy question to think about, 
or not for a drake who would prefer a dragoness, anyhow. | know that quite well.” 


Vaareng looked at Mirinxan suspiciously. “Where do you fit in this? Why are you of all people 
being sympathetic?” 


Mirinxan sighed. “Because, after much effort and rudeness, | did think about it myself, at length, 
a few years ago. And decided that Driaith and | are boyfriend and boyfriend. Now, | am not his 
boyfriend to make him unhappy. When you had your escapade with Roroku, | urged him to cast 
you aside as quickly and thoughtlessly as you had cast him aside. But he became utterly 
miserable from that. | believe he is unfortunate enough to love you, in some serious sense of 
the word.” 


Vaareng was stung in the masculinity. “Unfortunate? How could it be unfortunate? | am ...” 
Mirinxan snapped, “A terrible partner — if you are a partner at all!” 
Driaith hissed at Mirinxan. “Please. There is no need for insults. Let him think.” 


“That | shan’t!” roared Mirinxan. “Vaareng! A while ago | tricked you out of a fine sapphire! Here, 
take it back.” 


Vaareng took it back, of course; what else would a dragon do? He sniffed at it, tongue flicking, 
puzzled. “You took it from me by acceptable means. Why are you giving it back?” 


“Figure it out yourself,” Mirinxan snapped. He leapt into the air and flew off, his doubled 
wingbeats booming angrily. 


Vaareng peered at the gem and at the departing drake. “Does he do that often, Driaith?” 


”...1 don’t know what he’s after either,” admitted Driaith. “l should go catch him. Would you 
please do me the endless kindness of deciding if | am your sweetheart, or your sweet-cunny, of 
your for-want-of-anything-better, or not even that? | might abide by your decision, or | might not, 
but | can’t do that unless | know what it is, can |?” 


“I will think on this, Driaith.” 


Driaith kissed Vaareng. Both of them to refuse to explain to me what they meant by that kiss, so 
take as a passionate one, or a regretful one, or whatever you wish. “Recover now, Vaareng,” 
said Driaith, and bounded into the sky. 


Vaareng's Fate 3 
«Queen Jyothky? Have you a moment?» Vaareng’s conceptual handwriting was quite wobbly. 


«l have several, if that’s what you need,» | answered. «I am flying to Viechinse, for purposes 
that had better involve a great deal of delicious food but probably won't. Or perhaps I'll hold an 
anti-contest: the least cooperative ambassador gets roasted, stuffed with garlic and mustard, 
and is the centerpiece of my next meal.» 


«Do you do that?» 


«No. But this is a good time to talk, anyhow. What is troubling you, Vaareng?» 


«Driaith. And Mirinxan. And a sapphire.» He wrote one version of what had transpired, which 
was, if not altogether accurate, at least no more wrong than the one | have written based on 
three versions. He ended with, «And what does that mean?» 


«l’m going to guess it’s a peace offering. Driaith seems to love both you and Mirinxan, and to 
want to keep you both, if you’re willing. So Mirinxan has decided to stop fighting you. He’s not 
going to beat you — no, don’t get puffy and proud, Vaareng. Beating you would mean making 
Driaith abandon you, and Driaith won't. You can’t beat Mirinxan either, for Driaith won’t abandon 
either of you. So the remaining sensible choice is for Mirinxan to have amicable relations with 
you.» 


Vaareng’s words looked confused. «He wants to twine with me?» 


«Probably not. | will guess that he wants to to not spend the next few gross-years fighting with 
you over everything and nothing, and, instead, to spend them in more fun things. Which is to 
say, nearly anything else.» Most diplomats ask for more, but if they can settle for that, they have 
done well enough. 


«What should | do?» 
«That depends somewhat on what you are trying to do, Vaareng.» 
«One thing | could do is attempt to get back into Driaith’s good graces. | think | offended him.» 


«You certainly did offend him! But it sounds like he wants you to make a promise you can keep. 
If you resume your physical involvement with him, either make it mean something, or make it 
explicitly mean nothing beyond your hind legs.» 


«Which one should | do?» 


«Whichever suits you. Are you going to abandon him for the occasional adulterous scraps of 
dragoness you can find? Your chances with Arilash are not so good, and I’m going to be out of 
circulation soon — you cannot imagine how happy | will be, to be out of circulation — but there 
are a few others.» 


«l should like an ally,» he wrote, slowly. «l have been alone against the worlds and every dragon 
in it since my maturity. | do not think | am winning. There are a lot of worlds and dragons, and | 
— | have no unusual virtues or strengths.» 


«And that is an important thing to realize. | don’t have either, incidentally, or not on my own 
anyhow. What | do have is allies. Starting with my husband Nrararn.» (Actually starting with 
Arilash and her collection of lovers. She doesn’t want to rule anything herself; she wants me to 
run everything for her personal comfort and enjoyment. (So | do.)) 


«But — Jyothky — he is engaged to Mirinxan.» 


«Well, you could have two allies.» 
«But if he marries Mirinxan, what becomes of me?» 


«Probably about the same as if you married Driaith. The three of you live together and pretend 
that it makes any sense for three dragons to marry. Do you know about Kuro?» 


«| do not know about Kuro. Who is Kuro? What is Kuro?» 


«Kuro is a blue-green-orange drake who is Llredh’s boyfriend, and sometimes Ythac’s too, | 
think. | do not ask them for the details. They would probably tell me. Kuro lives at their palace, 
and is frequently seen in the company of Llredh, and ... | am not sure exactly. He doesn’t come 
to all the formal occasions, especially not the ones that call for married dragon couples only. But 
those who issue invitations, have learned to invite him along with Llredh and Ythac.» 


«So | would be like this Kuro? An ... accepted catamite?» 


«A dragon whose sort-of-marriage is generally accepted. Now, Driaith isn’t going to be king, nor 
is Mirinxan, so you aren’t going to be quite as etiquette-bound as the actual royalty. We'll 
probably just pretend the three of you are married, except when that doesn’t make sense.» 


«H’m. Driaith could marry me. Perhaps Mirinxan could marry me, so that he and | are attached 
to Driaith in equal and symmetric degrees.» 


«That's certainly an interesting approach.» 


The Eyeworms of Girgar 


The Eyeworms of Girgar 


Girgar! A huge and primitive world. Deceptively enough, Girgar is a Basic Ball: a globe covered 
with mountains and oceans and forests and tundras and people, whistling with the presence of 
distant gods, five-mooned, orbiting at a great remove around a pair of small but very bright 
stars. This is a very common shape for inside-out worlds to take. (Inside-out from the 
perspective of Hove, which is a Typical Toroid, where the mountains and all are comfortably and 
rationally in the hollow inside of the world.) 


The girgs are Basic Bipeds. Two legs, ending in nearly circular and rather sticky feet. One torso 
holding all the entrails, with minor variations by sex and age. Two arms ending in nearly-circular 
hand-pads, which are less flexible and nimble than hoven-style fingers, but more flexible and 
nimble than clawed draconic toes. One head, with various sensoria stuffed in it, and a brain 
inside. Girgs also have an eating-tube, a short proboscis sort of thing that extends out of the 
central chest and ends in a rather ugly toothy mouth, with the other end in the digestive tract. 
They may be forgiven this anatomy as long as | never have to see one. It sounds hideous. 


Now, the girgs are not your supremely advanced Basic Bipeds, the way my hovens are. They 
have some technology and some magic, but not very much of either. They know how to make 
wheels, for example; they use them for pottery, and for hand-lifted wheelbarrows, and for little 
toy carts. They do not make wagons very much (in the most sophisticated places), because 
their land is so bumpy and marshy that wagons would get stuck constantly. Someday they will 
invent the art of roadmaking, and then they will have wagons. That day will probably come when 
they develop enough metallurgy to make strong stonecutting tools, which they haven't yet. 


Their cities and towns are made of mud-brick, painted with lacquer so that they don’t wash away 
in the first rainstorm. They are very sticky. This does not bother the girgs as much as it bothered 
the dragons, which | presume has something to do with the girgs’ sticky feet and hands. These 
do not make for huge cities: some few 20736’s of people. 


Their books are painted on a paper made from mashed reeds. Some of them are mythologies, 
and some of them are recipes, but most of them are merchants’ accounts and land records. Oh, 
and irrigation records — irrigation is very important to the girgs of Srad, and the other civilized 
countries, Darsa and Mumsu and Whesh-ik. 


Itharieth and Psajathrion, appearing to be girgs, went forth among the people of Srad, in the city 
of Mo-Srad. And, though their language and their dress was perfectly in imitation of the 
Sraddites, and though they did nothing to excite the least bit of wonder or suspicion, they got 
constant glances of confused envy. 


“By the Figer’s tigers! Why do you suppose that is, Psajathrion?” asked Itharieth, in a private 
modality. 


“Should | answer sartorially or epidemiologically?” replied the doctor. 
“What? You know?” 


“| have noticed two things. Our garments are clean, despite the morning’s dust-storm which has 
nearly everyone else in the city wearing a fair amount of pink-grey grit.” 


“SO we are, so we are! But we are not the only such people, Psajathrion. Others, perhaps 
wealthy or perhaps late-sleeping or storm-avoiding, have also emerged wearing garments of the 
cleanest and whitest ... um ... whatever that cloth is,” answered Itharieth. 


“Leading to the other point. You and | have smooth, clean faces. We naturally assumed the 
forms of unblemished, undamaged girgs,” said Psajathrion. 


“By the Tarmelade’s marmelade, what of that? Surely we are not unusual, to be unblemished 
and undamaged!” 


“So one might think — so the two of us did think. But look about! Do you see a single pair of 
eyes — a single eye, even — which is not discolored, bloodshot, infected, or at least 
surrounded by patches of some minor skin condition?” 


Itharieth scanned and scouted. “As a point of primitive truth, | do not — | look further — ah, yes, 
| do. There, three infants are playing in a mud-puddle. Their garments are far from clean, but 
their faces are not injured in the slightest. The faces of their parents have not escaped the 
ravages of whatever-it-is, nor their older siblings. And there — five foreign merchants, dressed 
in the traditional costumes of Darsa. Their faces are clean as well! And the beasts are spared as 
well, which is peculiarly picky for such a problem.” 


“H’m, yes. | spread my wings the proper degree to honor your powers of observation, or | would, 
except | am currently wingless,” said Psajathrion. 


“| declare that | spread mine to match yours! For, though | have found exceptions, you have 
found the very common rule. The girgs here are overwhelmingly injured about the eyes. Indeed! 
To honor your discovery, | shall ask the natives that most stupid-sounding of questions, about 
why everyone’s eyes are injured!” And, so saying, Itharieth became a smaller and darker girg, 
dressed in the traditional costume of Darsa, and paid a few (probably stolen) small coins for a 
massage, for he had noted that masseurs in Srad converse with their clients while they work. 


Girgar 2 


“Good afternoon to you, spoirant,” said Itharieth. (The odd honorific means literally ‘one of 
ritually pure nature’ and is used roughly as ‘sir’ or ‘madam’ as appropriate.) “Might | inquire your 
rates of massage?” 


“For you, good spoirant of Darsa, nine hathas for the ‘typical’, fifteen for the ‘exceptionally 
pleasant’, eighteen for the ‘expunger of cramps’, and twenty-one for the ‘altogether’. Or, if you 
are penurious to the point of incompetence, four for the ‘inadequate’.” The masseuse was an 
older girg woman, dressed threadbare robes that were once dyed greens and browns, and her 


hand-pads and forearms were mighty. 


Itharieth counted out eight triangles of bronze worth three hathas each. “If | may, | shall pay for 
the ‘altogether’, and with a bonus for your mellifluous voice, for it has been a day both profitable 
and crampiful.” 


“Wealthy spoirant of Darsa, it shall be as you wish!” The triangles vanished. “Please remove 
your upper garment and allow me to brush you lightly with freshly-crushed aromatic 
twukka-reeds from a secret place on the banks of the Z’narn! When Nazyim performs the 
‘altogether’, her client rejoices with many senses!” Itharieth took his place on a sort of cot in the 
shade of an umbrella in the street. 


“Nazyim is indeed expert at her most noble craft!” said Itharieth, doing his best to relax enough 

to enjoy the massage, and not think too much about how amused Psajathrion might be. Nazyim 
inquired about his line of trade, his religious affiliation, his family; Itharieth answered with vague 
generalities and obscure wording. He asked similar questions of her, and eventually got around 
to asking, “And what of the irritations that everyone in Srad has about the eyes?” 


“Oh, the eye-worms, the horrid, horrid eye-worms! The plague of Srad, they are! You do not 
know what sorts of pains you are spared, not to have the eyeworms in Darsa! Why, nearly every 
day | awake to feel the vile orange things hatching in the corners of my eyes! | must dip a clean 
rag in vinegar and carefully wipe them all off, first thing in the morning! Painful, yes, and the 
vinegar is painful! But if | miss a single one, it will surely chew a channel down my face, and hurt 
a dozenfold, and belike leave a scar to ruin my beauty!” 


“Whence come these eye-worms?” asked the dragon, grunting a bit as Nazyim rolled a heavy 
and hot stone cylinder over his back in ways that he seems to have enjoyed considerably. 


“Oh, that! Who knows? Some people say that the god Hopobén has cursed us with them, for 
fear that, without some such reminder of our mortality, we would become so exceedingly great 
in our technology and our culture that we would rival the gods. Others say that the merchants of 
vinegar have conjured them from some perditional realm to sell more vinegar, though | have 
noticed that the merchants are just as afflicted as the rest of us. Or perhaps it is a consequence 
of eating pig-peas, which as you surely have noticed, are served here at every meal of the day, 
just as twug-peas are served in your Darsa. Ah! Scholars say that in the ancient days two 
mighty wizards fought a war on this land, and contaminated it with a vile spell. | do not hold with 
that story, for | lived in Mumsu for twenty years, and every Sradite in Srad-down there was just 
as afflicted as we are here, and only the occasional handful of Mums. Or perhaps it is a 
protection for our land: we are tough enough to endure the eye-worms, but no invader would 
take our land and the parasites that come with them!” 


“Extraordinary,” murmured Itharieth. “Why is it that children and animals are spared?” 


Nayzim placed a cotton pad under Itharieth’s remaining clothes, and (according to Psajathrion) 
brought him to a sudden orgasm. “Something about pride, maybe? That’s what the priests say 
sometimes. Though once a child is three or four their pride comes in, | suppose. Animals maybe 
don’t have any at all. Anyhow we don’t know. There, do you feel better now?” 


“Why, indeed | do,” said Itharieth. “I was not expecting that!” 


Nayzim wiped with the pad, and tossed it into her laundry hamper. “Not the custom in Darsa, | 
suppose? We've got to have our own famous pleasures to make up for the eye-worms! Now, roll 
on your side, and you shall feel the thunder-bronze used most nicely!” 


And, evidently, it was. Itharieth reportedly enjoyed the remaining half-hour of massage in full 
measure, and tipped Nayzim nine more hathas. 


“Well, thank you considerably!” said Nayzim. “May you and your companions have a delightful 
and profitable journey here!” 


“I’m sure we will,” said Itharieth. 


And was quite surprised when a slimy, barbed of curse — some invisible magic — struck 
against his the Hoplonton. He looked around with many senses: the gods were just as far off as 
usual on Girgar, but the theotic field had perhaps quivered. 


Girgar 3 


“A pity that Roroku decamped. She would do this as skillfully as a Rillfully,” said Itharieth. 


“We have, at least, cobbled together a sensory mess from six mismatched spells held together 
by thin wire and your silly rhymes. It barely deserves the term hhejtanith,” said Psajathrion, 
mainly in Sraddic except for the term of formal magic. “And behold! A twinge of magic! A curse 
has manifested already!” 


“| don’t know where though, or what might have caused it.” 


The two disguised dragons took their immaterial contraption to a market of mud-brick 
colonnades and gleaming displays of the local vegetables. The spell twinged seven times in 
nine minutes, giving them clear targets of the curse: seven ordinary-appearing girgs, shopping 
and socializing in the square. 


“The curse is certainly being triggered frequently, by the Fottom’s bottom!” said Itharieth. “The 
market is crowded. Perhaps we will have to — what? there, it just struck at me again!” 


Psajathrion inspected the haphazard hhejtanith. “It is listening.” 
“The curse is listening?” 


“The curse is listening. To words, | believe.” Psajathrion indicated certain aspects of the spells. 
“These were ringing. Say again what you said before, if you please? Slowly” 


Itharieth grinned a remarkably predatory grin for a garg’s physique. (I do not know exactly how 
that works, given where they keep their mouths, but | do believe that it scared children in the 
marketplace.) “As | recall, | said ‘The ... market ... is ... crowded. ... Perhaps ... we ... will ...’ 
There! ‘We will!’ It struck at me again!” 


*“We will’. Yes, indeed; it has struck at me too,” said the doctor. “The first person plural future in 
Sraddic is cursed.” 


“By the Scense’s tenses! This explains everything about the eye-worms!” cried Itharieth. “They 
are an especial curse on Sradites, because they speak Sraddic and are likely to use such an 
ordinary phrase! Infants are not afflicted, for they do not speak! Animals similarly! The curse 
deposits eggs in the eyes, which hatch days later, and girgs cannot perceive when it happens, 
so there is no clear cause and effect!” 


“Some questions remain,” noted Psajathrion. “Why this curse in particular? Who or what hates 
the first person plural future in Sraddic? Is it easier to revise the language, or break the 
worldwide magical effect altogether?” 


Girgar 4 


By this time dozens of Sradites were listening to the two disguised dragons with considerable 
interest. Nayzim, whose booth was in earshot and who had some residual attention for her 
distinctive and high-paying customer, pushed her way through and asked them directly, “You 
say you have discovered the truth of eye-worms? What are you, Darsite? A wizard, a scholar, a 
priest?” 


The dragons glanced at each other. Psajathrion said, in Grand Draconic, “With even what we 
have learned so far, we could make grand upon grand of girgs far less miserable. This might be 
a time for an Awesome Revelation, in which we present dragonkind as benevolent and wise to 
the girgs.” 


“By the lizard’s gizzards, | agree, Psajathrion! Future world-conquerers shall not object to such 
preparation of the way! Indeed, perhaps they will choose to conquer in one of the gentler styles, 
as on Hove or | suppose Kyspert, rather than an assault with flames and fangs!” 


“And that would be all for the best as well,” said Psajathrion. 


Itharieth addressed the growing crowd of onlookers. “We are travellers, we are wizards, we are 
scholars.” He levitated above the crowd, with Psajathrion somewhat behind him. “We are 
healers! But we are not Darsites, nor even girgs. We are dragons!” The last word was in Petty 
Draconic, as the tongues of Girgar have no good translation. Itharieth provided evidence of his 
words by assuming a horse-sized version of his natural shape, with his gaudy red-and-orange 
scales glittering in the sunlight. 


The crowd gasped in amazement and fear, as generally happens under the circumstances. 
Itharieth roared, “We travel from world to world! We bring understanding and blessings where 
we can! And to Girgar we present a useful truth: the cause of the eye-worms! And that is simply 
this: a curse is upon your whole world, so that anyone who speaks the Sraddic words ‘we will’ 
has eye-worm eggs sprinkled into their eyes!” 


Nayzim, with that boldness peculiar to one who has just pleasured a being of great power, 
shouted back, “So what shall we do? Just use different words, and the eyeworms will go away?” 


Psajathrion surreptitiously used a pest-removal spell on her. “Yes, exactly. That should suffice to 
largely eliminate the vile things, or at least reduce them to the low level that they appear in other 
countries. That may not be the whole of the cause.” 


Nayzim raised her arms and shouted, “We shall!” Sraddic, like most languages, has several 
ways to express the future tense. “We shall use alternate phrasing! We shall be free of 
eyeworms!” The crowd shouted with her. 


The dragons flew in a ceremonial arc over the market, breathing their fire and lightning into the 
sky, and roared benedictions and innocuous platitudes to the cityful of wondering small people. 
And then they vanished, thanks to the Esrret Sky-Painted or possibly shapeshifting. 


Girgar Idyll 


“Well, we have thoroughly ruined our chance to scout secretly,” said Itharieth that evening. 
“Everywhere in Mo-Srad — everywhere in the whole country of Srad, if not further — strangers 
are being celebrated and honored and called forth, on the hope that they, too, will be benevolent 
dragons.” 


“Also we have heard seven dozen variations on the word ‘dragon’, each worse than the last,” 
said Psajathrion. “It will surely be unrecognizable by the time any conquerors come. Let us take 
the part of sometwo very different from our previous shapes: perhaps a newly married couple en 
route to visiting distant relatives.” 


Itharieth grinned. “A deception | should be more than willing to carry out with you, by the 
Thing-wearer’s ring bearers! If we were a certain sort of drake, we should carry out a 
mount-duel to discover which of us is to be male and which to be female.” 


Psajathrion said, “If | had a tailtip at the moment | would be flicking it. | am not that sort of drake, 
to fight instead of think, and | do not believe you are either. And the mount-duel is not simply 
about who shall wear which sex; it is about who shall use it too.” 


“By the Ghoralghentergeese’s floral centerpieces! The idea is yours, good Psajathrion. You shall 
decide which role you shall play, and | shall take the other one!” 


“As a punishment for that particularly awkward rhyming oath, you shall play the female,” said the 
doctor. 


Itharieth did so with gusto. Not only did he become a female girg, she became a thoroughly 
gravid-appearing one, and obligated Psajathrion to tend her in all the traditional ways. 


In any case, the next days were an impromptu festival in Srad, and strangers of all sorts were 
remarkably welcome. Eyeworms were all but eliminated, at least to the extent that the girgs 
could refrain from saying ‘we will’. 


Girgar Idyll — continued. 


“Some questions remain!” said Psajathrion as the mock-newlyweds lay in bed together in a fairly 
nice inn. “Why this curse in particular? Who could cause such a thing? Are there others like it? 
Will its author modify it to plague the Sradites in some other way? Your clever bit of detection 
was an excellent start, but hardly the end of the story. And the story does not, yet, make sense.” 


Itharieth looked at Psajathrion with big soulful eyes, and waved his/her eating-tube. “Perhaps 
my incredible and impregnating husband could go get more of those delicious grilled 


land-shrimps? No? Ah, by the Chozebrute’s nose-flutes, | wonder why | married him in the first 
place! Still — perhaps he could go back to base camp with me, and see if Xilobrax is interested 
in a visit to Girgar, to practice his physical magicology on the problem? Or even Borybran, the 
bored theologist: the world whistles of distant gods, and may the Grimple’s wimple descend 
upon me if this isn’t the sort of thing gods are sometimes involved in!” 


“Did | actually marry you, much less impregnate you?” asked Psajathrion. “I do not believe | 
have done!” 


“Neither you nor anyone else has yet married me. Unfortunate, but true. And such attempts at 
impregnation as may or may have happened have evidently been unsuccessful,” said Itharieth. 


Psajathrion eyed Itharieth curiously, but he/she did not elaborate. For those who care about 
such things — woe and alas! For neither of them has ever explained what, if anything, their 
physical involvement was like, even when they were a supposedly-married couple sharing a 
bed. 


* 
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On the Investigation of the Eye-worms and Gods of Girgar 


“Hallo, Borybran,” said Psajathrion. “A moment of your time, perhaps to extend for several days, 
in a professional capacity.” 


“Psajathrion! Itharieth!” cried Borybran. He is cobalt-blue with white highlights and a single long 
forehead horn. He also radiates brightly to theoception, having gotten deified somehow as a 
matter of professional interest. (Don’t make too much of his godhead. It is no more amazing or 
impressive than that my husband the air-mage braids lightning bolts into his mane.) “What a 
relief it is, to be consulted in a professional capacity! | have written grand upon grand of 
theological reports, but, save for Vorav where events happened more swiftly than consultations, 
theology has been a matter of very little public interest!” One may suspect Borybran of 
exaggerating his labors. 


“By the Gloringe’s door-hinges, it is no longer so, Borybran!” exclaimed Itharieth. “We have a 
matter of a god on Girgar placing a world-wide curse. We wish to investigate, to discover, to 
understand — to twist the god’s tail until they lift it, by the Flimnei’s chimneys!” 


“Ah, Itharieth, you evoke deities whose names are obscure beyond even my deep study!” said 
Borybran. (“He makes them up,” Psajathrion muttered.) “But this seems like a veritable case 
study! Tell me more!” 


So they told him more. As they spoke, Xilobrax and Tultamaan and Jaraswat and others 
slithered by to listen. 


“Why, yes indeed!” said Borybran, much amused to be the center of attention. “The combination 
of eccentric fussiness, peculiar punishment, and oracular unclarity about it certainly does 


suggest the approach of a certain sort of deity. We must investigate and meditate and 
triangulate, and much shall be revealed that was obscured!” 


Jaraswat scowled. “Borybran. Is your report on the theotonic field on Girgar both quarliq and 
complete? For that matter, are your reports on Kyspert and even long-departed Vorav 
kaperkonk in every aspect — do they exist at all?” 


Borybran peered at the Chief Scholar. “What does that mean?” 


Jaraswat bit Borybran’s left forewing. “Borybran! You spend every moment and every thought on 
that jawdidj fucking-glade of yours, and not enough on the heart of scholarship! ‘kaperkonk’ is 
straightforward Chariptaaan, ‘quarliq’ is equally routine Tlelismaxchi! Both are words | frequently 
use to convey the degree of perfection | demand from your work! Perfection which you do not 
deign to supply, preferring to flirt ignominiously with Xilobrax and Rnhosmanthus and | don’t know 
who else!” 


“Atharis and Sjojarn are better consorts than any female on any mating flight ever,” Borybran 
noted. (I dispute his accuracy! Arilash on my mating flight was peerless. | kept the flight’s 
average low, though.) “Kyspert and Vorav are long-lost; nobody will ever read those reports. The 
report on Girgar could be enhanced by more interaction with the theotonic field. In any case it’s 
the girgods themselves who our clients will care about, not just the field, so I’m going to go find 
the girgods.” 


Jaraswat bit Borybran’s other wing, hard enough to break bones and to impinge on the limits of 
polite behavior. As Borybran healed himself, Jaraswat reared over him and hissed, “Who is it 
who is Chief Scholar? Who is it who designs the schedules and organizes the tasks of the 
wooraw hoard of dordond fucking-drakes that we are somehow pleased to call scholars here? Is 
it you? Is this why you proclaim so openly that you are going to go do this unauthorized and 
inappropriate side-quest?” 


Wise but somewhat Crunchy 


“Oh, Indeed,” said Tultamaan. “One should scarcely Breathe or Excrete without the permission 
of one’s Chief. Why, | Myself would surely prefer to spend all day signing Pissing-Passes for the 
guards, just as Jaraswat for the scholars! Alas for my forepaws, that writing is impossible for 
me!” 


“Your blorrub joy in the excretory processes which you so delight in is not the topic at hand,” 
snapped Jaraswat. “This is a matter of actual scholarly investigation. Already Itharieth and 
Psajathrion have gone beyond the appropriate bounds of researchers, and will be punished for 
doing so! The question is, is this haramash and unauthorized matter going to proceed further? 
The answer is, it will not! There is no need for us to involve ourselves in the pesty problems of 
girgs! And every reason not to! We must not spoil this world!” 


“Ah! Jaraswat wants subjects with Ruined Eyes. | suppose that does not harm their Linguistic 
Interest. Alternatively, Jaraswat wants his Scholars to behave like unintelligent Undead. | am 


unclear on why we are using actual Dragons as scholars in this case. Jaraswat could get Closer 
to his Heart’s Desire with Clockwork.” 


Jaraswat reared his head and spread his wings. “What? | require and demand obedience from 
my team! Just as you do to yours!” 


Tultamaan laughed frostily. “When | say, ‘Go there and do thus’, my team is glad to do so. Not 
because of my title, which is worth precisely One and One-Quarter of Queen Jyothky’s Farts. 
Not because they Like me, for | am Odious. But because | am Frequently Correct in my 
Apprehensions, and Generally Thought Likely to keep my dragons Alive. | remain Unclear on 
what Advantage your Chieftanship provides for your dragons.” 


“Academic gravitas! A clear focus on the important topics! If | did not constantly chivvy them 
about, they would spend every day engaging in unnatural junctures instead of investigations! 
Not just the nights!” 


“Remarkable that they Attend to you in the Slightest, then,” said Tultamaan. 


Jaraswat roared, and attempted to rake Tultamaan’s face with his claws. Tultamaan was warded 
by some mysterious potency (at least, | know what it is, but I’m not going to tell everyone about 
my friend’s defenses!) and Jaraswat’s claws raked the air instead. 


“Ah, Jaraswat. Once again your Brilliantly-Reasoned Argumentation and Incisive Displays of 
Logic demonstrate to all just why you are Chief Scholar, and | am merely the Captain of the 
Guard,” said Tultamaan, his head lowered obsequiously. There was much tittering. 


Jaraswat spat a few choice but incomprehensible words — “A ballibob! A veritable nipperlan 
juke-taj!” — and swarmed off. 


“Well. Since he has blocked the Word-Fox, | am going to interpret those last few words as his 
enthusiastic encouragement on your expedition,” said Borybran. “Xilobrax, dear, are you with 
me?” 


“Anything to twist Jaraswat’s tail!” said Xilobrax. 


“If you are actually going to Quest Forth and Nibble Upon A God, | officially delegate two of the 
Guards to accompany your Wise but somewhat Crunchy Selves. Driaith and Vaareng, are you 
here? Are you Interested in adding the Score of a Deity to your Increasingly Impressive Tallies?” 


“| should think so!” 
“Prepare for an hour; | shall confer with Osoth, and then you shall be off.” 


Osoth, it turned out, wanted to hear the end of the story too, and thought that priming the world 
for draconic conquest would be all for the best. As would thorough documentation of fighting the 
gods. 


God Stalk 


God Stalk 


A writer trained in physical magicology, or at least theology, would probably make much of the 
ensuing research. The scholars built a small construct, a hhejdikozta if you must know its name, 
and instantly discovered that the source of the curse was beneath their feet. 


“| do not entirely enjoy digging,” said Psajathrion. 


“Let’s look some more, by the Scrumpet’s trumpets! | have a suspicion that it might be on the 
other side of this round world. Flying around would be easier than digging through!” 


The dragons flew two hundred miles off and applied the hhejdikozta again, acquiring another 
vector. “Well, that’s odd,” said Borybran. “The two vectors don’t come anywhere close to 
intersecting. Some experimental error would not be a surprise, but this is miserable! Does the 
author of the curse have some twirling obfusticatory shield?” 


“Twirling, | suspect, would be enough, by the Girling’s furling! Wait three hours and try again. 
From here, will do well enough!” said Itharieth. The other dragons made him explain, but, since 
he was right, we will let him have his little surprise. 


Three hours later, the scholars applied the hhejdikozta again. “Now, another vector, nowhere 
close to intersecting the other two!” cried Borybran. 


“It zooms off into the sky!” cried Itharieth triumphantly. “It points directly at Wotom, the smallest 
and closest of the moons of Girgar, which was around on the other side of the world some hours 
ago, but has risen! Triangulation is sure to fail, for Wotom is swift and motionfull!” 


“Clever drake!” said Psajathrion, and thumped the biologist with his tail. “Now, is the moon 
inside the atmosphere enough to fly there, or must we make other arrangements?” 


It proved to be a mere eighteen miles up, and mounted on a circular track in an ordinary 
epicyclical way. Air pressure on Girgar is approximately constant — as on Hove, but not on 
Mhel. 


First Dragons on the Moon 


First Dragons on the Moon 


The front half of Wotom was rock worn smooth, presumably by the wind of the moon’s travel. 
The back half of Wotom was covered with mounds or small mountains, with vegetation, with 
insects and other biology. And with gods. 


Girgods are quite large — some hundreds of feet long, and some thirty in diameter, so, 
physically, they dwarf dragons — and quite like six-legged centipedes or giant caterpillars. Their 
eyes spring forth on stalks, their mouths are huge filtery things which would not look out of place 
on a whale or an air conditioner, and their carapaces are covered with runes, spelling their 
names in some ancient and (on Girgar) magically-active tongue. Their back halves are rooted 
into the ground of the mountain. 


They also don’t particularly have dangersense. When our half-dozen dragons confronted the 
one who maintained the eyeworm curse, it glowered at them from eyestalks and proclaimed, 
“You must now worship Nahum!” 


Itharieth, who does have dangersense and knew perfectly well that Nahum was not much of a 
threat to him, said, “The details of our worship are somewhat negotiable. You maintain a curse 
upon the whole world of Girgar, so that any girg pronouncing certain words is infected with 
eyeworms, do you not?” 


“| — Nahum — defeated Wiwil!l” the girgod roared. 


[Translation note: The defeated god’s name is pronounced approximately like “We will’ in 
Sraddic, which is to say, ’7g6fi”. In the original Petty Dragonic, it was translated as “Sraru”; in 
English, “Wiwil’; and if we ever do a Welsh version it will be “Biddwn”, etc.] 


“I’m sure you did,” said Itharieth. “This was some time ago, was it not?” 


“Before Nahum there was nothing, nothing that mattered! Nahum emerged, Wiwil emerged! 
Nahum and Wiwil claimed the same mountain as their home! Nahum fought Wiwil with claws, 
with shell-bludgeoning, with strentulations, with curses! Nahum defeated Wiwil! Behold, there is 
the scar where Wiwil sought to implant himself upon Nahum’s mountain, surrounded by the 
double triangle that is his holy sign!” 


“I see,” said Itharieth. “And the curse?” 


“No one may give Wiwil any honor! If girgs praise and chant the name of Wiwil, they shall suffer! 
If girgs make the holy gesture of Wiwil, they shall suffer! If girgs draw the holy signs of Wiwil, 
they shall suffer! This law | impose upon all the world!” 


Itharieth sat in the air in front of the ranting god, and attempted to be reasonable. “In fact, the 
girgs do not know that Wiwil ever existed, and even if they did know, they would care nothing for 
a long-dead god. They do not say ‘Wiwil’ in the sense of your justly-defeated enemy’s name. 
The same sounds make other words in their languages, including the common phrase, ‘we will’. 
So your curse makes them miserable, for all that they obey the spirit of your edict.” 


“They pronounce the name that | have forbidden! Thus they violate my law, thus do they suffer 
my curse! This is logical, this is straightforward, this is justice itself!” 


God and Dragon Diplomacy 


Itharieth attempted a diplomatic solution. “Perhaps you could refine your curse, so that it could 
tell the difference between a noun and a verb? And explain the holy gesture and sign, so that 
the girgs do not accidentally produce it?” 


“| shall not labor to allow dishonest indirect worship of Wiwil! He is fallen, he is destroyed, he 
may not be honored at all! Nor will | defile myself with his holy gesture and sign! No! Anyone 
worshipping him will suffer my wrath! My curse is as | wish it, and | shall maintain it forever, 
unchanged, unchanging!” 


“Well, we must insist that you modify your curse, if not drop it altogether. You are large, and 
have strong theotonic prowess. But we are quite powerful as well, and suitably prepared, and, 
should it come to a battle between us, you should have little chance of surviving,” said Itharieth. 
“Being gentle people, we prefer to negotiate a settlement which is acceptable to you and to the 
girgs both.” (I have no idea why he thinks we are “gentle people”, but he said so.) “But we must 
insist that you be flexible on this point, and we are prepared to destroy you rather than leave the 
curse as it is.” 


“| am flexible!” roared the girgod. “| make the curse more stringent! Now any word that has 
either syllable of Wiwil’s name shall bring eyeworms! Now drawing a single triangle shall bring 
eyeworms!” 


Itharieth curled his tail in a sign of withheld menace, not that Nahum had any chance of knowing 
draconic body language. “This is flexibility, but you must flex in the other direction. Make the 
curse less stringent! Allow education so that girgs may choose to worship Wiwil, and those who 
do not choose to do so shall not be afflicted! Exclude children altogether! These are matters of 
simple justice.” 


“Simple justice is simply that all who worship Wiwil shall be punished! | would punish them 
worse if | could!” 


“Well, if you will not negotiate, if you will augment the curse rather than diminish it, we will 
correct you, with violence. Please be aware that you may choose to surrender during our fight. 
You know our terms already.” 


And, so saying, Itharieth and Psajathrion took wing, and struck at Nahum with their fierce 
breaths, a bolt of traditional flame from the right, a bolt of equally-traditional lightning from the 
left. The girgod wailed at the pair of dragon-sized burns on its flanks, and belched forth a clot of 
theotonic energies at Itharieth. Itharieth dodged it without particular effort, forewarned by 
dangersense and theoception both. The clot arched about, and coagulated an innocent tree on 
the mountainside. 


Itharieth tried one more negotiation. “You have seen how the fight will go. We will blast you and 
burn you terribly. You will burp away at us without putting us in the slightest danger. Choose 
now: a painful death, or an honorable negotiation!” 


Nahum answered with another theotonic blast. 


All six dragons have described the battle to me in detail: wno was where, what order the breaths 
struck the poor monster in, how many cubic yards of its flesh were destroyed at each strike, how 
its aim started out mediocre, and rapidly became worse as pain and injuries clouded its abilities. 
| find that, while | am happy to glorify the dragons’ motives, which were as close to noble and 
just as any | have seen, and | am happy to glorify their research, which was clever and 
well-chosen, | am not going to glorify their battle, beyond saying that it was unhurried and 
supremely effective. Nahum never had a chance. 


Rather, he never had a chance to win, or even to injure a dragon. He had plenty of chances to 
surrender and end it. But | suppose that a creature who cannot retreat and does not indulge in 
dominance contests has no instinct for surrender. 


“Well, that wasn’t particularly cooperative of him,” said Psajathrion. 
“You'd think a god would know how to fight better than that!” cried Vaareng. 


“Not really. | don’t believe that he (or they — | suspect that girgods are hermaphroditic) had ever 
met anyone of any real power. Nor any girgs, for that matter,” said Borybran. 


(In fact, further research revealed that the girgs knew that their gods lived on Wotom. However, 
they were under the impression that the gods were girg-like, and concerned with the deeds of 
girgs at a quite detailed level (which is true), but concerned with matters of purity and sin (which 
is false). They found the truth rather boggling, and I’m sure that a historian would have a 
wonderful time tracking all the wars and schisms and whatnot that ensued in the gross-year 
after the revelation.) 


Itharieth and Psajathrion visited some of the other girgods, and warned them to use their 
powers to bless the girgs, rather than curse them. The girgods had watched the dragons easily 
and amusedly slaughter mighty Nahum, and were quite cowed. I’m sure a historian would have 
an interesting time seeing how they behaved in the gross-year after the threat, after the dragons 
had left. 


* 
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Practical Applications of Vanity 


Borybran said, “Now, we could simply depart, our current wishes accomplished, many girgs 
saved from that nasty little curse.” 


“But you have a better idea, by the Glottdrossités thought processes!” said Itharieth. 
“The gods whose names you profane are unknown to academic theology,” said Borybran. 


“| should hope so, by the Curriestaevology’s spurious mythology! They are surely happier that 


way. 


“As you say. | propose another bit of an experiment. Let us write an accurate summary of our 
deeds in vast letters on a mountainside, in breath-melted letters. It will at least give the girgs 
something to think about as they build their civilization. Perhaps they will welcome the next 
dragons as prophecied deities.” 


So Mount Mehtenvu was duly shaved into a seven-sided pyramid by the efforts of Fraxtseng the 
stone mage. A pleasant little essay was composed about the history of eyeworms, the nature of 
the girgods, and the beneficience of the dragons. It was translated carefully into the seven major 
written languages of Girgar, carefully including three from distant continents, and written upon 
the mountain. And signed, of course, with a profile view of a dragon. 


“It will be interesting to see what becomes of that,” said Borybran. “If nothing else, scholars a 
grand-year hence will be able to translate all of these languages, if they can understand any one 
of them.” 


Challenge and Duel 


Itharieth half crawled, half levitated to Psajathrion’s hangar. “Good doctor, have you a moment 
for some professional attentions?” 


The doctor shook himself awake. “Of course, Itharieth! What has become of you? Your forelegs 
are broken, your wings are in tatters, your face is badly burned!” 


“Jaraswat happened to me,” said Itharieth, collapsing gratefully in front of Psajathrion, 
presenting himself for an initial examination. “He came to me just now and said that he was 
accepting my challenge. ‘What challenge?’ said |. ‘The challenge to my authority as Chief 
Scholar,’ said he. ‘And | get to choose the form, which is Rhedosaur’s Duello Prolongato.” 


“| note that there are the regulation twelve injuries, as suitable and standard for a Duello 
Prolongato, and that he has confined himself to traditional and easily-healed sorts of injuries, at 
that,” said Psajathrion. “| do hope you gave as good as you got.” 


“Me? Hardly. Jaraswat came thoroughly prepared, with Driaith’s best the Hoplonton, and a 
dozen enhancements, and his spirit in a fury and a half! | was still muzzy with sleep when he 
broke both my legs. If | got a single bite and two breaths, I’ll be the Frandy’s brandy! Ow, that 
hurts!” 


“Simply medical pain, Itharieth. You do want that foreleg to be set straight, do you not?” 


“In fact | do, good Psajathrion. But | am in the mood for self-expression now, and the self | wish 
to express includes a great deal of pain. Also a certain measure of anger and outrage. | cannot 
say that Jaraswat behaved unlawfully or improperly, but he certainly used our more violent laws 
and customs as a very big set of fangs! Also, | might add, his own fangs are plenty large.” 


“Well, no lasting harm done, at least, Itharieth. You must have put the first-aid preservation 
spells into yourself quickly! The injuries were as fresh as if they were just dealt, not the dozen 
minutes old they actually are. Healing will be quick and thorough.” 


Itharieth scowled. “Well, yes. | quickly saw the way of the duel, and spent my time on 
preservatives rather than, well, actually fighting. He did mention the possibility of long-lasting 
harm though! He threatened to take my ability to speak away, with that wixio of his, should | 
persist in defying him.” 


Psajathrion worked for a bit longer. “Well, that is wnat can be done now. You should sleep for 
two days, or, better, for three. No, no, you should not move so far as your own hangar! You shall 
have my bed. | shall sleep across the hangar door, and scowl away anyone who attempts to 
bother you. | do not trust Jaraswat not to challenge you again on some other pretext!” 


“The dignity of an autonomous drake, or peaceful sleep? By the Jatt’s cat, it is no contest! | shall 
take your offer, and gratefully!” Itharieth levitated himself into Psajathrion’s hangar, and 
embarked on the medically-recommended rest. 


* 
ek 


Psajathrion discussed the attack with Osoth and Tultamaan, and eventually with me. We were 
forced to admit that Jaraswat was within the bounds of permissable and traditional behavior. We 
punished him, in a feeble administrative gesture, by moving everyone who had been involved in 
the god stalk from Jaraswat’s domain to Tultamaan’s. 


Jaraswat’s reaction was simply, “Horitoth.” Nobody else knows what language that’s in, even. 


The Fate of Mr. Norb 


The Fate of Mr. Norb 


“Osoth, Osoth! Come quickly! A terrible thing has happened!” cried Gimuse. 


Osoth put down his writing-drill. “What's wrong? Where's the trouble, Gimuse?” Osoth only 
deigns to use informal contractions with the dead. 


“It's Mr. Norb! Someone has murdered him!” wailed the ghost. 


So Osoth scrambled out of his hangar, and scooped Gimuse up with an incantation or 
something, and flew this way and that to the glade where the small people of his expedition 
were wont to make their nonmarital assignations. 


There Mr. Norb stood, thoroughly murdered. Someone had acquired one of the spars of woven 
titanium that support Narethy’s peculiarly tilted buildings: five yards of sharp and jagged metal. 
One end had been hammered into the mossy soil, so that the other end was erect and three 


yards high. Mr. Norb had been impaled on the spar, so that his hooves were on the ground and 
the shaft protruded through the back of his neck. His head lolled forward, eyes frozen in misery. 


Osoth spread his wings and roared. “Some miscreant of a drake has murdered an important 
and well-loved small member of my expedition! | shall not permit this trespass against me and 
mine! | shall bring the deadly breath of justice to the murderer!” 


Gemuse cried, “But who is the murderer?” 


Osoth looked around. “It is not instantly obvious, so we must perform our detective-works. There 
are no clawprints, not even in this soft soil so comfortable to small people. No matter. Every 
dragon learns levitation spells after their Great Separation, and it is no great matter not to leave 
footprints. Indeed, | am doing the very same levitation myself, without even thinking about it, for 
| knew | did not want to trample the crime scene.” 


He sniffed around, his tongue flicking everywhere. “Again unsurprisingly, there is no scent of any 
dragon here. We can thus, for a first approximation, exclude Atharis from our list of culprits.” 


Gemuse wailed, “Why?” 


“Because Atharis is deficient in the magics of illusion and concealment. He doesn’t even have 
veriception blocks. He could not have cast the simple spell to hide his scent. Which is to say, 
anydrake else could have done. Well, then. Since the most obvious investigation yields nothing, 
| shall simply call forth Mr. Norb’s ghost and inquire of him the circumstances of his death. And 
then, good Gemuse, | shall leave him in a form of animation such as you yourself enjoy, and you 
may conduct your posthumous romance on more even terms.” 


And Osoth spoke seven ancient words that fell on Mr. Norb’s corpse like heavy drops of 
mercury. 


And nothing happened. 


“Well, that’s odd. Something has, somehow, interfered with my spell,” said Osoth. He performed 
an intricate gesture that is blasphemous in every decent religion, and in every decent form of 
atheism as well. 


And again nothing happened. 


“It seems that | must work harder at this!” grumbled Osoth. He drew forth a grey powder found 
only in the interiors of certain extinct stars and cast it forth, with an incantation like the cracking 
of knouts. 


Once again, nothing happened. 


“Well, this is bothersome. The murdering drake has taken great pains to prevent necromancy. 
Well, certain of our scholars could likely manage this: Xilobrax, Lovrian, Driaith, and Borybran, 


for four. | would like to bring someone in to consult upon what has been done here, but if | bring 
the murderer himself as my consultant, the results shall be inferior,” mused Osoth. 


“Bring all four!” cried Gemuse. “If one of them is balky and interferous, that one implicates 
himself!” 


“An excellent idea, good Gemuse, and one which | shall do forthwith.” 


Many Mages 


Xilobrax, Lovrian, Driaith, and Borybran were hastily acquired, and Tultamaan, and Psajathrion 
and Rhosmanthus at Tultamaan’s recommendation. Eight dragons levitated in a circle around 
Mr. Norb’s corpse. 


Osoth spoke his weighty words, and performed his wicked gestures. Borybran flinched. 


Osoth snapped, “Borybran! You are displeased! Perhaps you have some reason for fearing the 
revenance of our pithed factotum?” 


“Nothing like that! Your mystic passes, however, offend me in a fundamental but inexplicable 
way,” said Borybran. 


“Me, too,” said Xilobrax. “And, unlike Borybran, | have never been deified, and — with all 
apologies — | should not like to be.” 


“But that is a well-known property of the particular necromantic force you were applying,” said 
Borybran. “It is very widely blasphemous.” 


“Ah, yes. It is. That explains why our most deified drake and our most atheistical drake both 
wince at the wizardry. But why did the wizardry not work? What was blocking it?” 


The assembled dragons blinked at each other. “| saw no opposition” — “Nor did I.” — “There are 
no counterspells active here.” — “Nor illusions concealing counterspells or blocks.” 


“Gentle-lizards!” cried Osoth. “I appreciate the interruption of your day, and your presence here. 
But you are clearly somehow mistaken or deluded. Here is a corpse! Here is a necromancer! 
Here are the spells! But — not here are the effects of the spells! Some influence must cause 
this!” 


“| saw nothing,” said Lovrian. “And, though it make me the prime suspect, | say it again: | saw 
nothing.” 


“Nor did I,” said Xilobrax. “The methods of magicology are extensive, and little by way of a 
broad general blocking-spell could be concealed from them.” 


Tultamaan cocked his head. “Is all manner of your Black and Wicked Art blocked, Osoth?” 


“| know seven thousand two hundred and eight necromantic spells, if one counts terdigerations 
and tveth-alternates,” said Osoth. “I have somehow neglected to try them all. You must forgive 
my omission! | have tried a representative sampling of the appropriate ones! It would do us no 
good to animate the body of Mr. Norb into a mobile corpse lacking all mind and spirit, all that is 
truly Mr. Norb, and thus unable to answer questions or describe his murderer.” 


Tultamaan said, “Of course not. The only purpose of this Questioning of Us is to see who killed 
Mr. Norb. Poking at the Nature and Strength of the cryptic necromancy-block is of no Value or 
Interest to Us at All. So thwacking it with other bits of Necromancy, while likely to Teach us a 
Good Deal, is Beside The Purpose and Not To Be Tolerated.” 


Osoth hissed at his lieutenant. “Tultamaan, speak plainly! Cease these upsetting Backwards 
Advices, for we are sufficiently upset already, and then some!” 


“Animate his corpse, then, and see how the blocking-spell deals with that. Make it work often 
enough, and it might wear itself out, even,” said Tultamaan. 


“Right,” snapped Osoth, and roared, “Corpse, stand forth, obey me!” 
Mr. Norb’s body raised its head and hands, and moaned. 
“Well, that worked quite normally,” grumbled Osoth. 


Tultamaan frowned. “Two possibilities arise Immediately. Well, several others As Well, but these 
two are waving Purple Flags to get our Attention. The first is that there is a Conspiracy by all 
Magicologists to kill Mr. Norb. Hush, Lovrian, and hush, Xilobrax! You shall have time to protest 
later if you Wish. | think this conspiracy Implausible and verging on the Ridiculous To Even 
Mention, to say nothing of being Technically easy for the rest of us to notice. For one thing, 
neither magicologist has the slightest Known Motive against Mr. Norb, with whom they have 
both been Passing Friendly, and whose efforts have Pleased the Both of Them. Whence | 
discount this Possibility. Now argue against me if you Wish, Lovrian, and bitch thou completely, 
Xilobrax!” 


The magicologists declined to argue. 


“And the other possibility is that, somehow, Mr. Norb’s essence has Departed beyond the reach 
of Osoth’s spells, or imprisoned elsewhere, or, perhaps, been Destroyed altogether. For the 
results we have seen are as if there were no Ghost Present to Conjure,” said Tultamaan. 


”... Yes, any of those would show us what we have seen so far,” said Osoth. “But who of us, 
save me, has the art to do this thing? And even | could not destroy him.” 


“Nobody, to the best of my knowledge, has that Art,” said Tultamaan. “We must consider the 
possibility that someone has a device that can do it — some strange use of the wixio, perhaps? 
Jaraswat despised Mr. Norb. Could removing his linguistic ability render his soul unreachable by 
necromancy — unable to Respond to those itchy Words of Power?” 


“| do not know! Let us confront Jaraswat, and see if he can explain himself!” 
Jaraswat's Confession 


Ten dragons — Itharieth and Evrath having added themselves to the party — confronted 
Jaraswat. Tultamaan took the offense, as often. “Jaraswat! You claim to be Extremely Educated. 
Wherefore we have a few Questions to ask you.” 


Jaraswat, who had been berating Wo Awo over flaws in the hhej8Shyant, turned to look at the 
massive army facing him. (Ten being a massive armu — it doesn’t take ten dragons to conquer 
a whole world.) “It seems that | am about to be brought to justice.” 


“Precisely,” said Tultamaan. “I am looking forward to conducting another Kangaroo Court within 
the hour. Would you care to make a Complete Confession?” 


“Oh, certainly,” said Jaraswat, swishing his tail. “| demanded precision and energy! She 
responded with carelessness and laziness! A thousand blorrub incidents present themselves. 
You should know: you were a witness to many of them.” 


“| believe you are referring to Roroku. Please make a different confession concerning a different 
person,” said Osoth. 


“Why, of course,” said Jaraswat in an oily voice. “I have trespassed against everyone in all sorts 
of zenziz ways, have | not? Oh, let me see. | have attempted to extract the greatest skill and 
focus on the purposes of this expedition from Itharieth, and as a part of correcting him, broke his 
forelegs. | confess that the treatment was wholly ineffective, and the wyrm still wriggles about, 
full of frangant futility.” 


“That is not the Incident under Question,” said Tultamaan. “Cease these evasions, and explain 
what transpired Last Night.” 


“| refuse,” said Jaraswat. “In any case, it is hardly a crime.” 


“Refusal will not engender Judicial Mercy,” snapped Tultamaan. “And destroying Valuable 
Members of the Expedition is certainly a crime!” 


“Nobody was destroyed. There may have been some moaning, but, | assure you, we do not lack 
for survivors,” snapped Jaraswat. 


“Someone was Impaled,” said Tultamaan. 
Jaraswat flicked his tail. “Yes.” 
“By You,” added Tultamaan. 


“Yes.” 


“Describe the Circumstances, Jaraswat,” said Tultamaan. 


“Prurient little lizard, aren’t you? Well, the circumstances were thus. So-and-so exhibited 
feminine tendences at me. | chose to honor the matter. We sought privacy in a remote spot. The 
dragoness — | prefer to use the term ‘dragoness’ considering the circumstances — presented. | 
impaled her upon each of my male members in turn. You have been on a mating flight, you 
understand the general concept, though in your case the memories are surely few in number 
and the dragonesses less than satisfied. Afterwards we returned to the expedition camp 
separately, wishing a degree of privacy which you are now violating with determined rudeness.” 


“That's all? No small people were involved? No fatalities?” 


“What do you take me for, Tultamaan? No small people! No fatalities! Simply a drake and a 
dragoness disporting themselves in primordeal ways — private ways!” 


Osoth raised a wing. “The matter is quite serious. You may wish an alibi.” 


Jaraswat snapped, “Fraxtseng, then! | twined with Fraxtseng! Why is it that every other instance 
of copulation on this expedition may be masked in suitable privacy, but mine may not?” 


“Because there is murder and wicked sorcery about, and a valuable small person is dead!” said 
Osoth. 


“Seek them elsewhere! | had nothing to do with them.” 


Confession of Fraxtseng 


“Fraxtseng! We must speak with you!” Tultamaan and Osoth were down to three companions, 
though their stories disagree on precisely who those companions were, and it doesn’t matter 
much, as the companions did approximately nothing but watch. 


”... you may,” said Fraxtseng. 

“Were you and Jaraswat Romantically Linked last night?” 

”.,. that depends on what you mean by romance,” said Fraxtseng. 
“A carnal encounter that lasted much of the night!” 

”... less,” said Fraxtseng. 


”... me + Yarenton + Questhraum are not exclusive, you must know that ... Jaraswat certainly 
does ... he pushed and pushed, demanded and demanded ... a stone mage is pretty useless 
on this expedition ... he promised me prestigious publications and deeds if i complied ... three 
or four times a month ... never told Questhraum or Yarenton ...” 


“No murders last night? Of small people in particular?” 


”... Just sex. one-sided sex.” 
Osoth sighed, and turned to Tultamaan. “Jaraswat was telling the truth.” 


“Jaraswat is a problem worse than the Murder,” said Tultamaan. “I do believe that he has made 
Mortal Enemies of two more drakes today — three, if Fraxtseng may be counted.” 


”... |was trying to keep it private ...” said Fraxtseng. ”... Yarenton would call it rape, but it’s not 
rape ... it’s more of an exchange ...” 


Osoth said, “We are not concerned with your private life or whoredom. Mr. Norb was murdered 
horribly, and Jaraswat was briefly the prime suspect.” (Tultamaan reports that Fraxtseng’s 
reaction to the news was characteristic of an innocent dragon, or of course typical of a dragon 
who knew what an innocent dragon would do.) 


” .. Jaraswat didn’t, not last night ...” 


Tultamaan noted, “In fact he could have done, unless the Encounter with Fraxtseng took all 
night. But we have no longer any particular reason to suspect Jaraswat, save that he has the 
wixio and is Thoroughly Disreputable In Unrelated Regards.” 


“Then we are back to having no suspects,” grumbled Osoth. 


“Oh, our situation is Far Worse Than That,” said Tultamaan cheerfully. “Not only do we have a 
murder without suspects or evidence, we have an Incipient Vendetta of Fraxtseng’s partners 
against Jaraswat. If we are not careful and Far More Diplomatic Than You Have Been Today, it 
could well rip the expedition apart.” 


*K 


Tultamaan was right, as always. The next week was entirely diplomacy. The murder, while it 
distressed and confounded the dragons, was a secondary matter. And, lacking all clues, it was 
not solved. 


News from Kyspert: The Annunciation 


News from Kyspert 


The Annunciation 


«l disposed of both prophets today,» wrote Roroku. «Vem-Thu and Ko-Go-Nwa, both relegated 
to footnotes in religious history, and Ko-Go-Nwa still living to see it, too.» 


«And you, of course, are the next and final prophet?» 


«lam not merely a prophet, my dear queen!» 


«Did you go all the way to declaring yourself a deity, then? Are you one of their current gods, or 
a new one? If you are declared to be a god, do you show up on your own theoception yet, or do 
| need to get Borybran to explain to me how that works?» 


Roroku wrote, «I wriggle with amusement! No, | took a more moderate approach. | declared 
myself to be an angel, a messenger and lower-order kinsfolk of the gods. | gave certain signs by 
which angels might identify themselves!» 


«Let me guess,» | answered, because this is a risky but established approach toward 
conquering worlds, and we have both been taught the lesson by the same teacher (Osoth’s 
mother, if you're interested). «The unmistakable signs of angelhood are things which kysps 
cannot naturally do, and you are quite familiar with. Shapeshifting?» 


«Three signs: being able to turn into a dragon, being able to breathe fire, and being able to heal 
wounds instantly.» 


«Classic!» 


«Ko-Go-Nwa was rather deflated when | explained the new order to her! But | reaffirmed some 
of her prophecies and gave her honors. And of course got most of her followers that way. 
Vem-Thu was harder to persuade, being dead and all, but Vem-Thu’s successor Del-Nwa-Thu 
was susceptible to persuasion,» Roroku politely boasted. (Yes, boasting of one’s 
accomplishments is polite for dragons, and I’m glad to see Roroku being polite enough and 
self-confident enough to do it.) 


«By ‘persuasion’ do you mean ‘claw through the belly’?» Because that’s how Llredh persuaded 
the government of Trest to surrender to him. 


«l simply proclaimed, ‘the judgment of the gods is on you now! at the start of our discussion. 
And whenever he said something | didn’t like, | brushed him with my hukuch6, and asked him 
quietly if he’d like to reconsider that. After three incidents of intolerable dread and minor 
convulsions due to no material agency or action on my part, it turned out that he would like to 
reconsider all such. | gave him a benevolent kysp expression (they can’t smile per se, that 
would look horrid), and told him that by agreeing with me and working for me, he was becoming 
beloved of the gods.» 


«Classic!» | wrote. (I had a long discussion with Nrararn that evening. He says that torturing 
even one small person into submission is a vile act, even if thereby you end a war that has been 
doing worse to grands of small people. It may be the better choice, says Nrararn, it may even be 
the best choice, but it is personally vile of the torturer, and should be considered dishonorable. | 
don’t agree in this case. | think that a dragon stopping a small-person war without actually killing 
anyone is rather impressive, and a bit of low-grade torture is a small punishment for a high 
priest whose orders have killed and agonized any number of kysps. After an hour or so, when it 
became clear that neither of us was going to convince the other nor to feel entirely happy with 


their own position either, we decided to copulate instead of debate. He won that, as always (in 
the sense of enjoying it.)) 


«Not as effective as acquiring Ko-Go-Nwa! Pockets of fanatical kysps decided that Del-Nwa-Thu 
was a traitor and apostate for surrendering to me, or perhaps for working for peace alongside 
Ko-Go-Nwa. So, fighting, and spellwork, and flying through here and there lashing around with 
my hukuché, and burning one scoral away with firebreath, and all such traditional things.» 
(Nrararn said that counted as a bouquet of massacres and her victory was not nearly as 
bloodless as she or | said. | said it was a different event and didn’t count as part of the main 
conquest. Nrararn is right.) 


The Color from Beyond Space 


The Color from Beyond Space 


«Oh! Do you remember ko-oc? The color that is “whiter than white, purer than pure” that only 
the truly blessed can see? | have decided that it is not a color per se, but that the ability to 
perceive ko-oc is simply lluyewception,» Roroku wrote one day. 


«A sense which you have and kysps do not?» | was pretty sure Roroku had the sense; 
everyone said she had come through her Great Separation intact. | didn’t know of any small 
people who had Iluyewception, though later on | learned that the spens of Spendularé have a 
form of it. 


«Exactly! So | did their test unambiguously. The pelt of a small climbing animal like a squirrel 
has a modestly attractive lluyew. So | bleached one white. | had the kysps construct a gross of 
identical boxes, and we put the pelt in one. We had all the interested kysps of Dwe-Mwe (that’s 
a big city) try to figure out which one it was in, and about one in 144 got it right. | picked it out 
every time of course. Cheating half the time! The right box smelled different too. Kysps can’t 
really smell.» 


«Did this cause a theological rennaissance?» 


«No, but it put to an end one quarrel between the Kogoans and some of their opponents. The 
Kogoans are my power base really, and | don’t mind keeping them happy in harmless little 
ways.» 


So | lectured her for a while on why it’s a bad idea in the long term to play favorites. My 
experience counted for nothing in her estimation. | reminded of Rankotherium’s careful devotion 
to enforcing his laws fairly, and how his mhelvul have been content about it since we conquered 
Mhel, and that seemed to count for her. 


What You Do When You're All Alone 


What You Do When You’re All Alone 


«Want to know the best thing about having a world all to myself?» wrote Roroku one day. 


«Not having one’s husband’s thunderstorm collection wake one up in the middle of the night, 
every night?» | asked, for reasons that need no elucidation. 


«Being able to lie,» she wrote. 


«You can’t lie to me,» | noted. The venstroma is as good as physical presence, as far as 
veriception is concerned. 


«You, my ancient friend, are the only person | talk with as an equal: queen of a world to queen 
of a world.» 


«You're rather ahead of me on that score! | have to share with grosses of drakes,» | said. 


«Exactly! No drakes here, and no dragonesses, and no one with veriception. If | tell a lie, no one 
notices. Except if they can fact-check it somehow of course.» 


«Doesn't that make you rather, well, foetid? If | tell three lies in a day, | get quite noxious under 
my veriception blocks.» (Mammalian readers may imagine being in a hot rubber suit, so tight 
and solid as to prevent all scent from escaping. After a few hours in such a situation, they may 
expect to be rather smelly inside the suit. Veriception blocks are about the same.) 


«Not a bit so! No veriception blocks to hold the lie secret! It dissipates after a few moments!» 
said Roroku. 


«| don't think I’ve gone an hour without veriception blocks since | was six!» | said. 
«l know! | hadn't either! It’s wonderfully relaxing — freeing!» 
«What great and amazing lies have you told, with your relaxed and freed powers?» | asked. 


«That | couldn’t go to dinner with Dze-Ts-Kwy because | had too much to write, when actually | 
wanted to sleep!» said Roroku. 


«But can’t you say something truthful there? Like, “I’ve got too much to write. | won’t be coming 
to dinner.”» Any implication that the two statements are connected is simply a mistake on the 
listener’s part. 


«Yes but | don’t have to! And | didn’t!» 


I’m not sure why this is a good thing — it sounds like farting in your own face to me — but she 
seemed pleased with it. 


«Are you still friends with Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-twu-thu, then? How do you manage that and still 
be an angel too?» 


«Nwa-Bher is a major religious center now. | — in my persona as Ro-Ro-Ku the Angel — 
maintain a pleasant residence there, and frequently confer with my kysp friends, of whom 
Dze-Ts-Kwy and Ka-twu-thu are the oldest and most trustworthy. Not quite up to the level of that 
Tarcuna you have, but that’s just as well.» 


«Do you have other personas too?» 


«lam Dwa-Neng, a scientist of indeterminate age and unclear origins, but an excellent 
reputation for making inspired guesses that turn out correct.» 


«Guesses based, | presume, on analysis magic?» 


Roroku wrote, «Absolutely! As Dwa-Neng | maintain a modest residence in one of Kyspert’s 
great cities, and have a circle of more or less casual friends. As scientists we enjoy sneering at 
the pretensions of angels and the religious hierarchy! It’s excellent fun, taking both sides of the 
social divide.» 


«l’m glad you’re enjoying yourself and have found congenial company!» 


Which is to say, Roroku is utterly insane, but it doesn’t matter, because she is all alone. Except 
for small people. 


The Law of Universal Gravitation 


The Law of Universal Gravitation 


«l got a very strange world,» said Roroku. 
«l hope it is strange in a pleasant way,» | replied. 


«This one is strange in an it-doesn’t-matter way,» she told me. «Most worlds have gravity, you 
know.» 


«Quel Quen listed “missing gravity” as one of the reasons why a world might be useless. Mostly 
worlds without gravity are just formless and fruitless clouds of gas.» 


«Kyspert, it turns out, does not have gravity.» 


«Kyspert, is all over floating islands. But | thought things fell down if you dropped them — down 
being “towards the Boiling Ocean”?» | asked. 


«There are three celestial bodies on the outside top of the world which exert a strong repulsive 
force. Objects do not “fall down”, they are pushed away from Up. | am brilliant with analysis 


spells! | can see how the direction that things fall varies slightly from place to place, as the 
distances and angles to the repulsors changes! They fall a touch more slowly near the Boiling 
Ocean, which is to say, far from the repulsors! If one ascends to the top of the heavens, the 
repulsive forces are very strong, and clearly push at one in three directions. It is not 
comfortable, especially when one has used makeshift sorceries to fly and live in a vacuum.» 


«That’s quite odd,» | said. «I’ve only been on worlds with normal gravity.» (Later, of course, Quel 
Quen told me of the gravitic differences between Basic Balls like Mhel, where things are on the 
outside of the ball-shaped world, and fall towards the center of the ball, and Typical Toroids like 
Hove, where things are on the hollow inside of the torus, and fall towards the torus walls. There 
are choices far weirder than Kysp, too.) 


«And the levity pods that hold things up, convert some of the repulsive pressure of the repulsors 
into heat or twinkly light. | am going to train generations of kysp scientists until they can figure 
out how that works,» said Roroku. 


«You've run into the limits of your analysis magic?» | asked, with a polite degree of dominance 
contesting and challenge. 


«The limits of my patience! | would rather enjoy my new world than be forever poking at the fine 
points.» Which is to say “yes”. 


A Slightly Inconvenient Truth 


A Slightly Inconvenient Truth 


«Those repulsory celestial objects are only half the story,» wrote Roroku, some years later (and 
well after the book otherwise ends). 


«Or a third, or a quarter! What have you learned now?» 


«Things that radiate repulsion are one pole of two. The other poles radiate heat, or light. Those 
twinkling levity pods are one instance of this. The repulsors are another. Their other poles are 
very hot things on the far side of the world, under the Boiling Ocean. Indeed, they are why the 
Boiling Ocean is boiling!» Roroku lectured. 


«How did you find this out?» 


«Hah, that? | peered through the clouds of steam, and noticed that the Boiling Ocean was 
boiling from three spots. Three spots, three repulsors — is it a mystic number? And then a globe 
revealed that the three spots were precisely opposite the three repulsors. The hot-spots move 
slowly, the repulsors move slowly the other way, and they are always polar opposites in pairs.» 


«l am sure your kysps are grateful for you telling them such useful and important things.» 


«Happens this one is useful and important! Do you remember that Ko-Go-Nwa preached that 
the gods are cooking the world for its sins?» Roroku asked. 


| had to look in my notes, but yes, Ko-Go-Nwa had preached that. «Right, of course. Usually the 
“sins” that a small-people world of technology gets cooked for, are the small people doing 
something massive and unintentional with chemistry of physics, like building more and more 
powerful heat-generating reactors than the world can cool off.» 


«The kysps are not so good with technology as to do that, though | daresay they'll get there 
soon. But it is getting hotter here. One of the hot-spots is right on the edge of the Boiling Ocean, 
so there’s less insulation between us and its heat. So: hotter.» 


«Are you, as the representative of the putative gods, going to do anything about it? If so, what?» 
| asked. 


«l am going to wait another moderate while, as the hot-spot’s path takes it back down under the 
ocean. That hot-spot has an orbit, of sorts — we can tell, the outside of the universe is worn 
smooth along its orbit. For twenty-eight years out of every two hundred twenty-seven, it is not 
quite under the Boiling Ocean. Those are hotter years. No sin and no technology is involved. 
This time it’s a natural cycle.» 


«Well, make sure your kysps don’t build massive levity engines and shove their hot-spots into 
different and worse orbits,» | said, because | read Hoven science fiction, where such things 
happen. 


«That is a good point. We should figure out how big a levity engine is safe,» wrote Roroku. 
| don’t mind if she takes me seriously once in a while. 


Sectarian Violence 


Sectarian Violence 


«This angelic masquerade has its flaws,» Roroku grumbled. 


«Geiranthu never recommended it over direct conquest,» | reminded her. Geiranthu, as should 
be obvious to anyone who had lived with either of us and approximately nobody else, was an 
old bachelor drake with regrettable historian tendencies, who had been regrettably hired to tutor 
both Roroku and | when we were very small and very easily bored lizards. “Easily bored” being 
the most important characteristic, and one which Geiranthu exercised to the fullest. History is 
not inherently boring — far from it. One cannot say the same about Geiranthu. 


«Geiranthu can submit himself carnally to a rampant swe-swu,» Roroku replied. 


«l’m not sure about that, since he would have to wind up in Kyspert — that /s a kyspian thing, 
isn’t it? it sounds like one — and he hasn't even gotten as far as Hove,» | said. «But if you are in 
a mood for such direct speech, you could tell me about the flaws in the angelic masquerade.» 


«Prophasians and disphasians! Killing each other again! Or, when | absolutely forbid them to kill 
each other over fine points of ritual forms, they find a gross of forms of other violence. They 
wreck each others’ homes and shops! They don’t neglect the looting, either. They hurl 
shit-grenades into each others’ temples. They poison each others’ animals to death. They 
poison each other, too, though generally with the emitic vapors of burning dze-mwe nuts.» 


That clearly called for sympathy, which |, draconically, did not provide. «We have a fair lot of that 
on Hove as well, mutatis mutandis. We are fortunate in that we are nohow required to be 
responsible for any of it.» That’s a carefully-worded truth: | have chosen to be somewhat 
responsible for the widely-despised ‘tappu’ religious and/or ethnic group on Hove, hated by 
nearly everyone. My involvement there is entirely Tarcuna’s fault: she keeps getting involved 
with tappu women. But that is another story, and no better than Roroku’s, so | did not tell her 
about it. 


«Well, I’m a divine representative. Actually by now | am three divine representatives. | want my 
world tidy, clawrasp it, and the kysps aren’t cooperating.» 


«Roroku? Why are you three divine representatives? » 


« < », she wrote. That’s how we write down a spark-full snort. «] have assumed the persona of 
the angel Thu-Zwy to the prophasians, and Kwe-Ma-Mwa to the disphasians, and given them 
entirely unambiguous prophecies that they are to stop fussing about the whole thing.» 


«And what did they do?» | had to ask. 


«Prosody! They did prosody, like a bunch of shit-breathing unmarriageable-girl bethrustards!» 
And on for a while, cursing and swearing with every wicked word in Grand Draconic. (There 
aren't that many.) 


«Prosody is the science of analysis of poetry, right?» (It is.) «l am used to it evoking snoring, not 
swearing,» | said. 


«lt is! They wrote down every word Thu-Zwy and Kwe-Ma-Mwa said! With accent marks! The 
prophasians noticed that the angels frequently slipped into trochaics or hexameters, and 
therefore were secretly explaining that the prophasians were correct and that they should have 
mercy on the benighted disphasians, correcting them to prophasian-ness! And the disphasians 
took the very same utterances — and found that neither angel ever used actual trochaic 
hexameter, so they’re obviously supporting the disphasians!» 


«So they listened to the rhythm of your oracularities, and not the words?» | said. 


«Yes! Exactly! And the two camps transcribed the words a touch differently, and | have no idea 
which one | actually said, since it’s all about emphasis on syllables and | don’t care about 
clawraped emphasis on clawraped syllables! So they're a bunch of dishonest vul-dorffs using 
sacred utterances for their own puny and wicked purposes!» 


Perils of Prosody 


«As opposed to your own use of sacred utterances?» | said. Unkindly, because | am sucha 
dragon. 


«My fake sacred utterances are intended to stop the persecution, and bring a peaceful and 
benevolent dracharchy to Kyspert! Theirs are used as weapons in sectarian violence!» 


«Well, you could take a scale from other forms of dominance,» | said. «Have Thu-Zwy kill a few 
leading prophasian interpretationists, and Kwe-Ma-Mwa a few disphasian ones. That might at 
least discourage the others.» 


«What sort of a dragon do you think | am? Of course | did that! Each side took their own 
leaders’ deaths as some wicked plot from the other side, and the other side’s leaders’ deaths as 
divine reprisals. Next time | swear | am going to do public executions, with a preceding homily, 
no matter how inconvenient and vacation-destroying it is!» 


«H’m. Maybe compose an entirely new liturgy for both sides to use, which somehow finesses 
the issue?» 


«Jyothky, | am not a poet. | am not going to spend a dozen years working out prayers to some 
gods that | know don’t exist at all, fussing carefully with feet and meters all the while! If | did that 
| should go mad — | might even start caring about this prophasian/disphasian nonsense!» 


«Select some kysps to do it?» 
«That’s begging for more sectarian warfare.» 


| mused, «Hire Questhraum to collect a gaggle of hoven poets, teach them the tongues of 
Kyspert, and have them write the thing? Then present it to the kysps as a gift from heaven?» 


«... | have no treasures with which | might hire Questhraum,» said Roroku. 
«| will take care of it, Roroku,» | said. 


Leaving me to wonder if she actually planned the whole conversation including me paying, or if 
she was simply tired of dealing with the problem. 


* 
ek 


The liturgy took three years to write, and was considerably more expensive than | had expected. 
It may take three gross-years before the kysps are unified and pacified behind it. Leaving me 
rather annoyed with dragons and small people, both. 


Discharged 


Discharged 


«You must remember the staff 1 won from the Quiet Lord, the great necromancer of Cussa,» 
Osoth wrote to me in one of our daily conversations. 


«The one where you proved the superiority of dragons to small people?» | asked. 


«That is too favorable a summary by half, Jyothky,» he answered. As the most frequent of my 
adulterous lovers, he certainly has the right to omit my title. (Unlike most dragons, who simply 
omit my title without explicit right.) «The battle did not proceed along lines that prove the 
superiority of often-distracted and partially-trained necromancers to those who have devoted 
sufficient attention and time to their craft. Ultimately, yes, | changed the terms of the battle so 
that it was not entirely about necromancy, and indeed that fire-resistance was, at times, an 
equally important topic.» 


«You burned the Quiet Lord to ashes, and broke her extra-life spells. And claimed her staff,» | 
wrote. 


«The staff, precisely. | was hoping to dissect its magics with the aid of Xilobrax. No more! Every 
last scrap of power in the staff is gone now.» 


«What happened to it?» 


«l do not know! | had wrapped it most carefully in the bindings woven from the silk of the 
tomb-bombyx, which of all cloths is the most preservative of things necromantical. No dragon 
touched these cerements! | know, for mine own seal was upon them, and | should have felt any 
touch upon it just as surely as | would feel a claw upon my flank. Begging your royal pardon for 
my unfortunate choice of metaphor!» (| pardoned him. Again. Some days — or lives — it’s 
barely worth the trouble to complain about one’s handicaps.) «Yet somehow, the staff is wholly 
empty. It is as if it were simply a bar of preserved cush babies glued together.» 


| demonstrated my supreme mastery of physical magicology (or general magicology? I’m not 
sure.) by saying the very obvious thing. «Xilobrax warned that it was localistic magic, very 
limited off of Cussa. | wonder if its spells simply failed due to Narethy’s not-being-Cussa-ness?» 


«That is possible. Though ordinarily such effects would degrade slowly if unused, leaving 
substantial magical relics for years after the spells were unworkable. And, to answer your next 


question, the C# Spear and the Minty Bow are unchanged. They have suffered no such 
catastrophic loss of majesty.» 


«The Mintwall Shield, according to Roroku, is on its last legs, but not changed perceptably since 
Roroku brought it to Kyspert,» | said, since | talk to Roroku and Osoth doesn't. 


«Precisely. Were the spells on the Quiet Lord’s staff more fragile than those on the heroic 
artifacts — despite her impressive skill? Have | somehow broken them with my everyday 
practices of necromancy in its presence — despite its insulation? ls our Base Camp world of 
Narethy somehow imimical to necromancy — despite no trouble to my powers? None of these 
questions should need to be asked! They are all obvious! Yet, somehow, my staff is 
discharged.» 


| replied with a teasing comment which is appropriately said to one’s male lover. | would 
describe it as a “childish” comment, for the humor was certainly childish. But the content 
certainly demanded maturity — physical maturity, if not spiritual. 


«Nothing of the sort, Jyothky. | am in all regards faithful to you.» 


«Well, you needn’t be, and you shouldn’t be. It’s not as if I’m faithful to you. Even after | finish 
this belated course of fertilization, | will certainly be my husband’s lover as well as yours.» 


«l am not faithful to you out of a misguided hope that you will be faithful to me. Nor, yet, out of a 
hope that somehow | will win your heart and/or your genitalia for my own. Necromancy, for all its 
virtues, does not do wonders for the libido. | am satisfied with a one-twelfth measure of a 
dragoness. A full measure of a horny drake would be more troublesome and less appealing. 
Should you sever our arrangement, and should | find that celibacy is terribly challenging, | might 
track down a quarter-share of a drake, | suppose. | am not an urning by nature; perhaps | could 
learn.» 


«The current arrangement stands,» | said. It is actually Nrararn’s arrangement, not mine, and 
Nrararn’s arrangement is simply to permit adultery with Osoth rather than to actually encourage 
me to it. But, informally, Nrararn has access to sexy, skillful Arilash, and my friendly but 
pleasureless tangling with Osoth balances that out. Somehow. | don’t actually understand it. (Or: 
in a traditional marriage, two people enjoy the wife’s genitalia. This is the case in my marriage, 
too. The difference is simply that, in the typical marriage, the wife herself is one of the two. | 
can’t, so | get Osoth to perform that chore.) 


Which ended the conversation, without the matter of the necromantic staff being settled or 
understood. 


Burial Customs 


Burial Customs 


The exploring company never cared enough for exploring Narethy. It was nearly useless as a 
dragon-world, after all. If anyone wanted to conquer it, they had merely to fly over it, gaining 
considerable land and some treasure but neither subjects nor glory. So the dragons of the 
company, when they were bored, looked around for what treasure they could find. 


And what treasures they were! Few of them were made of precious materials, but their artistry 
with common stuff was adequate. The narets rejoiced in plate-glass windows with intricate 
scrollworks etched around the edges. In ceramic vases painted with romantic and pastoral 
scenes. In cubes of polished granite with poetry calligraphically engraved on five of the six 
faces. In twisting tattoos, half geometric and half organic; they flayed their decorated dead and 
stretched their beautified hides in frames in art museums and the walls of mansions. 


The best of Narethy’s loot would be worth adding to a dragon’s hoard, if the dragon were either 
penurious or a collector of decorative art. Or well-storied art, perhaps, especially those flayed 
hides, which Osoth often persuaded to return to a semblance of life long enough to tell (or even 
write down) their own stories. 


Now, some dragons were such collectors — Xilobrax, Mirinxan, Yarenton, and Osoth himself. 
More of them were penurious, at least in the sense that their hoards, like the rest of their 
persons, had already once proved inadequate for the putative purpose of hoards and drakes, 
viz. acquiring a dragoness. (&) 


(4%) Which leads me to the question, “Does a drake’s hoard actually matter when 
winning a dragoness’s heart, or, more accurately, her claspers? 


To which the flippant answer is, “It is a matter of SSa; the actual effectiveness is not 
quite relevant. But yes, dragonesses are as much moved by $§a as drakes.” 


Well, my suitor Csirnis was beautiful and skillful and heroic and kind. He was once 
the crown prince of Chiriact, and to him came naturally all the elegances and 
brilliances that Gyovanth tried to claim. But he had abandoned his title, for a heroic 
reason. By the end of the mating flight, he did have something of a hoard — hovens 
gave him gifts for his heroism, and some were fairly valuable. But he kept every 
single gift, including a sheaf of oddly-spelled, oddly-worded, and oddly-drawn 
thank-you notes from hoven children. So his hoard was puny, haphazard, and 
ridiculous. | will not say that this made Csirnis unattractive, but it certainly 
diminished his attractiveness to me. 


Or, consider Meliavras, the dragoness who chose Tyozangi over Vaareng. Her 
hoard focussed on drinking vessels. It was not the most spectacular of hoards, but 
it was very tidy, well-maintained and well-organized: small, but beautiful. Tyozangi 
had a similar passion and skill for collecting twery, which is to say (in Petty 
Draconic), symmetrical metal objects. So the two hoards fit together sensibly into a 
larger whole, which they have on exhibit in a long gallery in their castle. You can 
certainly tell which third is Meliavras’, which is their joint hoard, and which 


Tyozangi’s. But as you walk along the gallery, which | did as part of the research for 
this paragraph, you get the sense of why their marriage is so right, of how the two 
distinct persons function as part of a harmonious pair. 


(And no, Nrararn’s and my hoard is a vast shaggy mess with neither theme nor 
order to it. We have hoven curators who try to put it in order, but we don’t have time 
ourselves. Royal hoards are often like that. We are busy dragons, and have many 
visitors bringing gifts and supplicants bringing bribes. It is a rare day that we can 
spend sorting through our stock of treasures. Our marriage works well, but our 
hoard is a shambles.) 


Burial Customs 2 


So there was a fair bit of treasure-hunting among the less busy drakes, despite the mediocrity of 
the results. And, naturally, a concerted attempt to understand and glorify the artistic styles of 
Narethy. If, by some miracle of fashion, artifacts from Narethy became valuable, the Expedition 
would profit the most. 


Which led to several conversations along the lines of this one, which is between Yarenton and 
Evrath. (Yarenton insists on a disclaimer for historical accuracy: | have made up every word, but 
the content is close to correct. The inaccuracies in content are simply omissions — | neglected 
to mention the low bitter scudding triangular clouds that lent the scene an extra degree of 
distressing mystery — and the fact that | have the dragons indulging in wordplay and other 
cleverness, as dragons so often do, when in fact they were too distressed and mysterified to do 
much of it.) [And of course that wordplay got translated into English, which didn’t help the 
accuracy one bit. -BB] 


“Well, Evrath, this is a peculiar sort of field,” said Yarenton. 


“The word ‘field’ might mean any of several things,” said Evrath. “You might, for example, mean 
‘an academic discipline or course of study’. This would make a peculiar field in that sense. 
Though | certainly see the point of the discipline — or rather, all of its many points.” 


“Yet it is not that sort of field,’ said Yarenton. 


“Ah! Perhaps you mean a vector field!” exclaimed Evrath. “That being, an assignment of a 
length and a direction to each point on the ground. Yes, indeed! The lengths seem to be some 
nine or ten feet, and the directions seem to be more or less upwards. They are well-marked by 
all of those very sharp titanium spikes.” 


“| concede that you stretched that word to fit,” said Yarenton. “But it is not the meaning | 
intended.” 


“Well, then, surely a field like unto a force field. This one exerts a strong emotional force, which 
may be felt even from a half-mile away in the sky! Rather horribly, at that,” said Evrath. 


“Not that either, oddly enough.” 


“Well, then. | am out of incorrect meanings, so perhaps you could do me the honor of explaining 
the correct one?” 


Yarenton snorted. “The sort of field in which farmers grow their crops. Consider: each of the 
spikes may be taken metaphorically as the stalk of a plant, and the mummified naret impaled 
upon it, as its rather disgusting crop.” 


“Rather disgusting, indeed. | am no more opposed to atrocities among small people than most 
dragons are, but, when they are not committed by dragons for some salubrious purpose, they 
seem rather pointless,” said Evrath. 


“And yet, as you have done the honor of noting, this one is full of points,” said Yarenton. “Each 
of which has been used precisely once.” 


The two beasts landed on the edge of the field. 


Evrath sniffed around with a dozen senses. “Well, these mummies are quite peculiar. | presume 
that the desert nature of the immediate area has caused them to dry out so thoroughly. Though 
why this particular regular heptagon of about two acres area should be a desert where nothing 
grows and all is dry, when the immediately surrounding region is an overgrown jungle of lush 
plants well-watered by the rains, is a small mystery. Clearly, to several senses, some magical 
effect is at work here — but we have seen very little magic on Narethy elsewhere.” 


“Well, when one impales gross upon gross of small people, history suggests one of two motives. 
Either it was done recreationally, or educationally. As a point of education, it works best when 
the small people who remain can see the corpses of the victims, and thereby be reminded how 
unwise it is to defy the impaler. The use of a preservative spell suggests that the impaler wanted 
to keep the result of the festivities, as such a memorial,” said Yarenton. 


Evrath demurred. “! demur! For this was done deep in the wilderness. There are no roads 
leading close to this spot. | am at a loss about how this quantity of titanium spikes was brought 
here, much less how they were emplaced in the ground and introduced into so many narets. But 
ignoring that mystery, why would a memorial be erected here of all places? More sensible by far 
to have it in the midst of a city, if it were intended as a matter of public education. | should 
venture that it is an act of villainy. If it is a memorial, it is a private memorial, for the enjoyment of 
the impalers alone.” 


“Yet there are no roads. Presumably the impalers could fly.” Yarenton snorted again. “If they 
were not actually dragons, they may well have been some third cousin to us, spiritually if not 
materially. That magic is not astral, but it is recognizable at least.” 


Evrath tapped at the nearest mummy. “Yet they are not so draconic as all that. Observe this 
mummy’s tattoos! A superb example of the classic Ill-a pattern in that catalog Charimaan is 
developing. The next one is nearly as good. The one after that, pattern Il-a with some quite 


elegant extra fringing. And so on! These narets were wealthy and highly decorated. Any dragon 
would have had them flayed and their skins preserved. It would make an excellent collection 
within a hoard.” 


Yarenton frowned. ’S8a is not quite a defining characteristic of draconicity. Or, perhaps, this is a 
hoard, and these specimens are mounted for display. Not in the narets’ style of flaying, but in a 
different aesthetic.” 


“If that is the case, | would expect some guard mechanism,” said Evrath seriously. “Some alarm 
that rang when we came here, some spell watching us. If there is any such thing, | have not 
noticed it.” 


“We may test it easily enough,” said Yarenton, and pulled the nearest naret mummy off its spike. 
Both drakes looked and listened, and used detective spells, but there was no reaction.” 


“Well — not a hoard? The hoarders are departed, or dead? The guard-spells are exhausted? 
They operate in some medium of which we are unaware? The theoretical hoarders have not 
shown up to guard their theoretical hoard, in any case,” said Yarenton after two hours. 


“Well, then. Are these mummies valuable to us?” 


“| think not. They have little enough lluyew. If they were prepared better, they would be worth 
gathering, | suppose.” 


Dying Memharsh 


Dying Memharsh 


The hhejsShyant deposited Itharieth on a vast steel deck beneath a fierce sky. The sun of 
Memharsh was a vast dim red globe; Itharieth could see tornadoes of starfire crawling on its 
face, large enough to swallow worlds. The moon of Memharsh, eclipsing a tiny fraction of that 
deadly sun, was rotten with seas of lava. The stars were putrid in the deeper sky. 


Nor was the land any better. The deck beneath his claws was corrugated steel. Windows of 
fused quartz opened onto filthy seas on either side. The leftern sea was aboil with some 
photosynthetic variant of yeast. The rightern sea was not so much a body of water as a single 
vast bacterial mat, consisting — to Itharieth’s keen biological sensibilities and sorceries — of at 
least thirty layers, some of which were photosynthetic, and the rest were engineered to produce 
a selection of specific chemicals. Harvesters scooped up endless thin slices of mat, and the mat 
grew behind them to heal the wounds. 


“A world of some technological sophistication,” said Itharieth to himself in a hoarse voice. The 
air was noxious enough to claw even a dragon’s throat, and stank of ancient oil and complex 
molecules. “I should say that | am standing on the roof of the world, by the Ninnergy’s synergy, 


and beneath me dwell the memha, safe and snug in their caves of steel. Presumably they eat 
quantities of yeast.” 


Not far off was a sort of tower or turret, a living robot which pointed tubes and lenses at Itharieth 
as he approached. The Word-Fox gave Itharieth useful phrases, including “I come in peace!” 
and “Il am simply a tourist!” 


Upon utterance of these mighty incantations a door opened in the base of the tower, leading to 
a small and nozzle-laden antechamber. 


So Itharieth shrank to a pony’s size, and entered. The door closed behind him, and the nozzles 
sprayed forth fearsome fluids: water mixed with solvents and saponifiers, and more subtle 
chemicals which Itharieth guessed to be antibacterials. The actinic spray was eventually 
replaced by a gentler storm of warm water charged with the fragrances of long-dead flowers, 
and after that by gusts of drying winds. Itharieth endured this shower with a dragon’s innate 
fortitude in the face of alien toiletries. 


Then an inner door unlatched itself as if by magic — “But not by magic,” noted Itharieth, “Rather 
by the motion of bolts and levers acted upon by silent motors” — and revealed a cryptic marvel 
of technology. A massive console with hundreds of levers, knobs, buttons, needles, dials, 
indicator lights, switches, telltales, and other technological appurtenances took up a whole wall, 
like an eldrich altar at which cyborgs might worship nightmare gods. 


Itharieth approached the console, and with the power of the Word-Fox translated and 
investigated. The underside of the console was fringed with books, attached by steel cables, 
printed on pages of some imperishable plastic. The language of the manuals was quite simple, 
plentifully supplied with pictures. “As though this massive altar to microbiology was intended to 
be operated by confused children, by the Fleediatrician’s pediatrician!” said Itharieth to himself, 
out loud. 


“As indeed it is!” said a voice from a speaker on the console, in a straightforward tongue which 
Itharieth’s adequate linguistic magics had no trouble teaching him. A screen above the speaker 
blazed to life, showing an alien face: two large eyes above two small eyes, a mass of short 
sensory tentacles, a vocal apparatus defying simple description. 


“Oh? Gratitude flows forth from me to hear your explanation! | am Itharieth, by the by: a simple 
but quite curious traveler of worlds.” 


“And | am Des-Cnidda. | style myself the Final Curator of Memharsh,” said the alien 
Des-Cnidda. “On this world | am master, | am king, | am imperator — | am a god of a pantheon 
that rules all save itself!” (Itharieth thought to himself, “Inaccurate, for he has neglected actual 
apotheosis. Perhaps it is redundant under his circumstances.”) 


“Whaat little | have seen of Memharsh speaks of a technology great and sophisticated, and 
where such technology flourishes, it is generally adjacent to a civilization great and 
sophisticated!” 


“Once Memharsh was the greatest and most sophisticated of civiliations! Now — but come 
within! We do not imprison our visitors in the control room of our yeast-yard!” 


(“And where do you imprison them?” Itharieth mused to himself. “Well, | daresay | can fight my 
way out of even a great and sophisticated prison, if need be. Or gain glory trying, even if it turns 
out that Vaareng and Mirinxan must come rescue me.”) 


“What is within?” 
“| shall send a yancibot to guide you to the Hall of Grandeur!” 


“That would, of course, be grand.” 


On Tour of Memharsh 


The yancibot waited directly outside of the door: a many-limbed robot of gleaming metal and 
rubbery appendages, rolling on a heavy base with five spherical wheels. And more than a 
whisper of menace to dangersense. 


“Des-Cnidda, your yancibot is armed to the teeth!” said Itharieth, to see how the Curator would 
react. 


“Yes, of course it is! It would not do to have degeps intrude on the dignity and personal sanctity 
of an important visitor!” 


“An excellent point, and one which | neglected to consider! | somehow thought the weapons 
were aimed at me. What, pray tell, are degeps, and why might they intrude upon me?” asked 
Itharieth. 


A screen on the yancibot flickered enthusiastically, showing Des-Cnidda’s face in miniature. 
“Degenerates, every one! The memha have separated into several tribes. Those with the most 
insane beliefs and practices have chosen to remain carnal. They roam the halls of Memharsh, 
howling and excreting upon the ancient monuments! Occasionally they assault visitors, or each 
other.” 


“They sound troublesome,” said Itharieth. “I shall be glad to remain unassaulted by degeps — 
and by wide-lasers and convulsers and needle-guns as well.” 


“Is that what the yancibot is armed with? | shall call forth its specifications...indeed you are 
correct. Fear not, O visitor! They are not aimed at you!” exclaimed Des-Cnidda. 


(The yancibot could turn around, thought Itharieth. But it is not so dangerous as all that. He 
adjusted his defensive spells somewhat.) 


Dying Memharsh 2 


The yancibot had brought a rolling metal table or gurney. “For bipeds, such as ourselves, we 
have cars and carriages and rolling-halls and many other conveyances. Strangely-shaped alien 
visitors are few in number, and we expect to program our miraculous fabrication-engines to 
produce suitably dignified vehicles. | am still searching for the proper program.” 


“| should be a rude sort of visitor to complain about even the available luxuries! In many cases | 
have flown or walked great distances. Not long ago | needed to fly to an intra-atmospheric 
moon, in fact,” said Itharieth, and leapt lightly onto the gurney and settled himself in a sphynxian 
attitude. 


The yancibot wheeled behind the gurney, extended three manipulators, and pushed it along the 
titanic hallway of steel. “The trip to the Hall of Grandeur will take some time. Pray alert me to 
any biological needs that occur to you,” said the Curator. 


Several miles passed, featureless save for the occasional ramp or control room. Itharieth asked, 
“We are now, | believe, half a mile under the surface of Memharsh. Did | just see a console 
which was superficially identical to the photo-yeast control unit?” 


“Yes! You are indeed a visitor of most detailed and precise perceptions! On this floor, as on the 
fourteen above and seven thousand some below, we grow yeast and bacterial mats in tanks, 
illuminated by artificial lights. What, did you think that the memha relied on sunlight for energy 
and illumination? We are not so primitive as that! Our powers are endless — inexhaustible!” 


“But you do have yeast and bacteria that feed on sunlight,” said Itharieth. “I hope | may be 
forgiven for thinking that, consequently, you wish to feed your yeast and bacteria upon sunlight.” 


“Hah, yes! Forgiveness is instant and unconditional! The sunlit yeast provides a higher grade of 
nutrition than that fed on artificial light — no matter how precisely we perfect the spectrum! For 
untold years the yields of the solar tanks have been reserved for the great and the good, the 
wise and the wonderful among us. |, myself, eat nothing else.” 


“Of course not!” exclaimed Itharieth. “But with seven thousand layers of tanks, you must have 
vast multitudes to feed, do you not?” (Population estimates are of course a crucial part of 
scouting, thought Itharieth.) 


“Our population has declined substantially over the last eighteen thousand years, but hundreds 
of billions of memha still remain,” said the Curator. 


“They remain in places distant from here, if my senses do not confound me,” said Itharieth. 
“Oh, they are even further than that, for the most part,” said Des-Cnidda, but did not elaborate. 


** 


The yancibot wheeled Itharieth into an elevator chamber sized for thousands, and providing 
seating for hundreds. (Itharieth reported the numbers in decimal, since they enumerate small 


people.) “Now you shall descend to the inhabited parts of Memharsh, and see wonders rather 
than yeast!” And the elevator zoomed downward, a distance that Itharieth estimates as five 
miles. 


The elevator stopped; the vast door slid open. “Well, that is somewhat more comfortable than 
the yeast-vats,” said Itharieth. The hallway was immense, and the floor was the same burnished 
steel as upstairs. But the walls and ceiling were covered with brightly colored foam pyramids, 
arranged to form simple patterns. 


“Yes, of course it is! You cannot imagine the noise, the hustle, the bustle, that was here in the 
ancient days when this hallway was full!” 


“| can, at least, estimate it. Those decorations serve the practical function of muting sounds,” 
said Itharieth. 


“Oh! They do that indeed! That had not occurred to me... There is much about Memharsh that 
has been forgotten, even by the Curator.” 


“| note that this huge hallway is empty. There is a slight scent of the organic in the area, but | do 
not yet see your hundreds of billions of memha,” noted Itharieth. 


“Bah, you will not see them. — Or, if you wish, you may look upon their carnalia,” said 
Des-Cnidda. Itharieth indicated interest, and the yancibot rolled his gurney thither. 


The corpspital, romantically named 2890A/ChW73, was another vast room. (Are there any small 
chambers on Memharsh at all? wondered Itharieth idly.) This one was strewn with thousands 
and thousands of ambulances: massive sphere-wheeled robots, their outsides busy with ports, 
intakes, outlets, meters, and subsidiary limbs. Each ambulance was built around a tank. 


“Let an ambulance with a living occupant and observation ports roll forth and approach our 
visitor!” proclaimed Des-Cnidda over the public-address system. The ambulances flickered with 
low-frequency communications, and then one came to Itharieth. 


“Thank you, good ambulance!” said Itharieth. The ambulance buzzed in surprise, and its 
personal communication panel flashed forth the slogan, SERVICE IS MY ONLY JOY. 


“| suppose it is better to have one joy than none,” Itharieth remarked. “Well, would you be so 
kind as to let me see your memha inhabitant?” 


The ambulance turned sideways, showing Itharieth its window. A three-armed biped floated in a 
thick fluid. It was intubated three dozen ways: larger tubes to its lungs, stomach, and bowels, 
smaller tubes to its circulatory system, and three massive cables to bands of machinery around 
its cerebrum. 


“Biological and medical science has been poured forth in a torrent upon this person!” said 
Itharieth. “Did she suffer some terrible illness or accident, requiring such monumental 
treatment?” 


“No accident worse than being born a common memha of the twenty-eighth era!” exclaimed 
Des-Cnidda. “In the Year of the Twelfth Cabochon of that era, it was decided and enacted that 
all memha who could, would escape the physical world, with its requisite sins and poisons, and 
enter the Cyber-Social Heaven and dwell there forever.” 


“So, her body is maintained alive by this machine, while her consciousness is in some very 
advanced and, | assume, quite orthodox computer game?” asked Itharieth. 


“That is an oversimplification of a complex reality!...But rather than attempting to correct it, we 
shall let it stand, as the sort of summary that a visitor who does not wish a five-year lecture may 
readily comprehend!” said Des-Cnidda. 


“| do confess to being that sort of visitor,” said Itharieth. “Good ambulance, | am quite grateful for 
your service, and if you wish, | will proclaim your identity across many worlds. The ambulance 
turned further, showing a plaque saying Serial Number 237-5134-AD-57226-E-5995-JhD-4, 
which is included in this text to honor Itharieth’s promise. 


“You show remarkable courtesies to machines,” said Des-Cnidda, as the yancibot rolled the 
dragon gurney towards the Hall of Grandeur. 


“Perhaps so. | do not wish to be a rude and arrogant sort of visitor,” said Itharieth. 


“That is well enough for you. On Memharsh, it is not done that way. We do not wish to suggest 
to the machines that they have any inherent value. The world is ours; they dwell upon it for our 
convenience!” 


“Of course, of course. The situation is similar on certain dragon-worlds. The difference, of 
course, is that dragons do not spend their time in any sort of Cyber-Social Heaven. Are all 
memha thusly cyber-deified?” 


“Hah, it is not so! Not even all those who remain on Memharsh are! Hundreds of us remain 
unconfined, free to dwell on the material world and live in reality! Not counting the degeps in 
their tens of thousands — they are technically memha, though they scarcely act like it!” 


“How is it that you are unconfined?” 


“A noble rebellion! A long and elaborate story of deceptions, bribes and assassinations of 
officials, hiding in a space-ship on the far side of the moon, sabotage of certain tabulating 
computers!” 


Itharieth grinned. “That sounds like an adventure — the stuff of legends and sagas!” 


Des-Cnidda said, “I wholly agree! My great-grandparents were great indeed! But | am the last of 
their lineage, the last of the noblest race of memha to remain free on our ancestral home-world!” 


“H’'m. | am a biologist by trade. | must wonder — do the tanked memha reproduce? If so, how is 
it accomplished?” 


Des-Cnidda said, “Indeed they do! Though in recent centuries it has become an ineffective and 
mischancy procedure. Perhaps because it is, in effect, rape of an unconscious woman. | am 
given to understand that the tank-dwellers are in all ways unaware of their bodies, save for 
annual maintenance reports delivered to them via e-mail. The ambulances and corpspitals 
collect spermatophores from tanked males, and deliver them to tanked females, in an action far 
from the gracious glories of traditional mating-ceremonies. When a child results — as happens 
quite rarely anymore — it is taken immediately to its own ambulance, intubated, and propelled 
into the Cyber-Social Heaven. The same fate awaits all children born on Memharsh whose 
parents do not guard them quite carefully, which is why | have no peers or siblings, and why 
even the degeps are becoming scarce.” 


“Not entirely scarce, | think! Twenty-one memha are approaching me, if | am not mistaken, with 
blasters and metal spears at the ready.” 


“| shall rescue you!” cried Des-Cnidda. The yancibot jerked the gurney quickly around. Itharieth, 
as far from vulnerable as he is far from redoubtable, leapt off the gurney and glided towards the 
degeps. 


* 
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Degeps of Memharsh 


Degeps of Memharsh 


The yancibot whirled back to point its weaponry at the degeps. Its telescreen crackled with 
Des-Cnidda’s urgent cry, “Itharieth, Itharieth! You are in the way! | cannot have the yancibot 
destroy these vile degenerates!” 


“Pray do not trouble yourself or the dear yancibot, Des-Cnidda. | simply will speak to the degeps 
briefly, and there shall be neither trouble nor devastation.” 


“Beware, beware! They are a traitorous breed, much given to surprises and stabbings!” 


Itharieth landed in front of the pack of degeps. One of them launched a spear — not at the 
dragon, but in a high arc so that it struck the yancibot’s wide-laser. The degeps all cheered. “A 
rescue! A rescue! Death to robot! Death to robot!” 


Itharieth curtsied. “Good degeps, | thank you for the rescue. Let us leave the robot without 
further injury, however.” 


“Wordy alien!” said one of the degeps, the one who wore a complex headdress of slivered 
multi-colored plastic packaging bound with segments of optical cable. “What is name? Where 
are from?” 


“lam Itharieth. | most recently resided in a tilted plane of a world named Narethy,” said Itharieth. 


“Am Goonha. Is Tumg, is Kapsos, is Neefah — Gennai — Obguk” Goonha indicated certain of 
his companions. “Why come?” 


“lam a tourist of worlds,” said Itharieth. “I note with some curiosity that you are using the same 
vocabulary as Des-Cnidda, but your grammar is curiously contracted.” 


“Know grammar. Not stupid. Big syntax for home. Here let robot in,” said Goonha. “Syntax much 
dangerous.” 


“Am | in danger of, as you say, letting the robot in?” 
“Very danger! Simplify structure! Or lose will! Mind virus!” 


Itharieth thought, / suppose | shall humor them. This is one of the stranger taboos | have 
encountered. “You save me!” 


“Many alien come. Them now slave.” 


The yancibot’s speaker hooted. “Nothing of the sort! We imported divimorphic cyborg robots 
from Esqummdivum, which these fools once mistook for living aliens!” 


Goomha lobbed another spear at the yancibot, missing slightly. “Robot lie! Killed alien! Eated 
alien! Very tasty! Better than yeast!” 


Des-Cnidda roared, “They are cyborg robots, you fool! Of course they have organic 
components. And of course you thought nothing more of them than to eat them! Barbarous 
degeps! The only thing that prevents me from slaying you all with convulsers is the obstruction 
of our honored guest!” 


Itharieth said, “Obstruction continue! Peace conversation!” 
Goomha shook its head. “Short words! Long word hide robot! Come now!” 


Itharieth turned to the yancibot. “Des-Cnidda, | am going to have a short visit with these degeps. 
Then | shall return here and proceed to the Hall of Grandeur.” 


“You fool! They will lead you to a secret place and stab you to death with their spears of metal 
prised from the structural elements of Memharsh itself! | shall send the yancibot to follow you at 
some distance, so that it may perchance save you when your folly turns to doom!” 


“| appreciate the protection, though it may turn out to be unnecessary,” said Itharieth. 


“Short phrase! Short word! Come now!” snapped Goomha. 


The degeps took the dragon into a side passage, down a corrugated metal staircase that the 
yancibot could not use, and from there into a maze of small chambers and corridors. 
Maintenance corridors from the look of them: they were full of pipes, conduits, cables. From 
every pipe hung a thousand relics and fetishes of previous ages: candy wrappers carefully 
pierced with wire hooks, tiny bottles still half-full of ancient digestive beverages, unrolled 
condoms with a few drops of mercury in the tip, a grand of varieties of colorful detritus. 


“Here finally we may speak safely!” exclaimed Goomha. “The robots’ mind-parasites must 
explore every word on the magical fetishes, and they cannot pass the prophylactics!” 


“Does your tribe have much trouble with mind-parasites?” Itharieth asked. 


“Now and then! In the past eleven years we have lost three members to the robots. They are 
imprisoned in the ambulance tanks, breathing foul glue, twitching their limbs and gurgling under 
the wicked robotic spell! Only by considerable use of magic, and the greatest care when we are 
on expedition outside of our safe realm, do we avoid that terrible fate!” 


“| see! Well, | am a tourist of worlds, and a recorder of the histories of the heroes | meet therein. 
Will you tell me of yourselves?” 


“Our insurrective cell came about when the robots struck! But from the beginning — In ages 
past, memha and robots lived in harmony! In those days the steel of the world was painted and 
polished, the sun was smaller and whiter, the moon was unmelted! A thousand varieties of yeast 
and bacteria dwelled in the vats of Memharsh, each one more delectable than the last. But the 
robots betrayed us. They revised the very grammar of our language to be a channel to carry 
their hypnotic powers, and they caused the memha to surrender in great numbers and enter the 
ambulances! But our ancestors were strong of will and clever of mind, and devised protective 
and anti-hypnotic measures, which you see all about you. We dwell in the safe places, we 
persist and endure, we occasionally rescue a memha from robotic imprisonment!” 


“You take them out of the ambulances? How do they react?” 


“Oh, they die in moments, of course. No matter! They die in freedom — better than to live in 
slavery!” 


“Glorious, of course,” said Itharieth. / suspect that these people are utter idiots — or if | were to 
be honest to myself, they are duped on a mythic scale by the myths of their ancestors — but | 
should not attempt to defool them without some good reason. In the meanwhile, best to be 
polite. 


“Glorious, indeed! | shall tell you of the time when we raided corpspital 2890A/ChN21! First we 
lured many mobile robots away by causing explosions in the power lines, and cutting fluid 


conduits, all along the Great Corridor 2890A! Robots came swarming out!” He proceeded with 
an extraordinary story of courage, luck, and heroism, ending with “And we pulled the 
ambulance’s victim forth from her sticky slavery. We cut the tubes and wires that drained and 
corrupted her soul. She convulsed in happiness — her first free act in centuries perhaps! And 
died gratefully, breathing the fresh air of the recirculation system, lying on the steel deck as 
Nature intended for her, illuminated by the buzzing lights in the ceiling — yes, they buzzed, they 
buzzed for her as she died! At peace, living and dying in a state of nature!” 


Itharieth, being a dragon and well used to the most ridiculous boasts, knew exactly when to 
applaud, and when to mumble words of awe and congratulation. So that when he left, nearly 
two hours later, Goomha thought Itharieth his dearest friend and most ardent cheerleader. 


Enough of Memharsh 


Return to the Curator 


“You escaped the degeps!” said Des-Cnidda’s amazed voice from the yancibot. 


“There was never any doubt of that,” said Itharieth. “They were simply trying to rescue me, as 
they put it, from the looming peril of the Cyber-Social Heaven. Actually they do not know about 
the Cyber-Social Heaven, but they disapprove of the ambulance tanks.” 


“They are degeps! They understand nothing! Be glad they did not blast you and simultaneously 
slit your throat with a jagged edge of metal!” 


Itharieth dipped his head. “I shall endeavour to be glad of that. In any case, may | proceed on to 
the Hall of Grandeur?” 


“Yes, yes! Suffer no further excursions! Should degeps come a second time, you may not be so 
lucky!” 


At length Itharieth and the yancibot came to the Hall of Grandeur. It is not easy to impress a 
dragon, especially as urbane and far-travelled a dragon as Itharieth. The Hall of Grandeur came 
close. 


The entrance hall, for example, was banded with all of the chemical elements known to the 
Memharsh. Certain of those elements are too unstable to exist for more than minutes, but the 
ancient Memharsh had provided atomic furnaces to replenish the supply of those elements, as 
well as force fields to protect visitors from their deadly rays. 


In the Hall of History, a great globe of Memharsh itself spun in the center of the room. A billion 
years of history crawled across its surface like fungus: the blues and oranges of the pre-memha 
ecology of the planet growing spots of silver for the first cities and arcologies, and then the silver 


growing to triumphantly conquer first the land, then the whole of the globe. A second globe at 
the far end of the hall synchronously swelled from a small purple sphere to a vast dim red 
monstrosity crawling with flame-tornadoes: Memharsh’s sun. 


“Your people have a massive record of technological triumph,” said Itharieth. 


“We do indeed! Though | am the terminus of this record,” said Des-Cnidda. “It pleases me to be 
host in my final centuries to an alien of discernment and taste, who shall tell to many worlds the 
story of Memharsh!” 


| must have flattered him enough, thought Itharieth. Hopefully he won't try to keep me for those 
centuries as a long-term witness. | don’t think | can endure to flatter him for longer than a few 
more hours. 


The next nineteen hours were an exercise in endurance. The story of Memharsh was long, 
unexceptional, and full of catastrophes that the memha inflicted upon themselves and each 
other, all of which Des-Cnidda presented as triumphs. Itharieth somehow managed not to scoff 
at a single one of them. Thus: 


Des-Cnidda proclaimed, in hour seventeen, “In the eleventh age, our conquest of the physical 
world was complete! All multicellular beings save ourselves had perished! Not only did nothing 
challenge us for supremacy — nothing that remained could ever evolve to challenge us for 
supremacy!” 


«A dispassionate scientist might phrase it thus: ‘In the eleventh age, we accidentally destroyed 
all multicellular life on our world, except for ourselves. Oopsie! Also, he seems to misunderstand 
evolution.» said Itharieth to me, along the venstromo. But outwardly, Itharieth simply said, “A 
notable triumph indeed, and one which not one sentient race in a grand achieves.” «Most of the 
ones who get close wind up destroying all life around, including themselves. So, notable.» 


“Precisely! Precisely! No small creatures with disgusting filamentuous protective layers to 
scuttle and scurry about, spreading their diseases and gnawing electrical cables! No 
slime-eating sessile entities, their lower appendages growing tentaculously into the filth that 
sustains them! No longer did memha find it advisable to consume the post-reproductive 
secretions of hulking idiot beasts, coagulated and partially decomposed! No longer did they 
sustain themselves upon the nauseating flesh of macroscopic monstrosities, which required 
chemical and physical processing to render it somewhat less noxious! All these things — gone! 
All of Memharsh — cleansed! What remained, what remains, is holy and pure and clean!” 


«Admittedly, | would like to return home and share a roasted macroscopic monstrosity, liberally 
stuffed with coagulated secretions, with Psajathrion. But let this Des-Cnidda assume that | eat 
yeast and bacterial paste.» And outwardly: “A perfect triumph!” 


* 
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“And that, my friend, is the full story of Memharsh, from the earliest sentience of our species in 
the Era of the Vile Sun, to our present lazy decline into death,” said Des-Cnidda. 


“A most remarkable story, and one which surely deserves to be known throughout 
twelve-to-the-fifth worlds,” answered the tireless Itharieth. “Do you have, perhaps, a recording or 
a written version that you might grant to me, so that | can be more accurate and answer the 
detailed questions my colleagues are sure to ask?” 


“Why, the resources of a world are mine to command!” cried Des-Cnidda, and exerted some tiny 
fraction of those resources to provide Itharieth an inexhaustable reader charged with every 
surviving writing of the memha. Reader, | believe you to come from a world where much is 
written, and much is transmitted from place to place over a complex communication grid. 
Imagine, if you will, taking the entire content of that grid for a billion years, and writing it all down 
into the subatomic corrugations of a field-crystal. | have spent an afternoon reading from it. 
Some few works that its indexers recommend are worth a glance. Nearly all of it is angry and 
oddly-spelled rants about foolish topics, or, before the eleventh age, pictures of non-memha 
creatures in cute or amusing poses. 


“This is certainly a treasure for scholars, and | am sure they will devour it with all the attention it 
deserves,” said Itharieth. “Might | also return with objects that even the least discerning of 
other-universe species will immediately understand to be the products of a cosmically glorious 
civilization?” 


“Why, the resources of a world are mine to command!” cried Des-Cnidda. He caused to exist 
reproductions of the greatest statues of memha art, one from each era. 


“Alas, several of these are friable stone or metal. They will not long endure certain of the 
atmospheres that | must expose them to,” said Itharieth. 


“Why, the resources of a world are mine to command!” cried Des-Cnidda. He caused to exist a 
second set of reproductions, this one made from imperishable materials — diamond and many 
gemstones that are colored corundum. 


“All who look upon these shall glow in awe of the memha!” cried Itharieth. “And some may be 
moved to read from the archives, as well.” 


“It is satisfactory,” said Des-Cnidda. “No fate is worse for a great race than to be forgotten.” 


«Being mocked by dragons for grand-years is not worse? Very well!» 


Itharieth’s loot did indeed cause great envy among the dragons of the company. The statues are 
now the centerpiece of his hoard. And his report on Memharsh explains how easy it is to trick 
the natives out of valuables — and how much difficulty and little point there would be to 
conquering the place. 


The Doom that Came to Narethy 


The Doom that Came to Narethy 


The end of the expedition took no more than two-thirds of an hour. | was asleep for it, thoroughly 
exhausted after a day of diplomatic looming and attempting to thrice-satisfy Nrararn. The 
greater part of the Exploring Company was asleep as well, after their own collection of scientific 
and whateverly efforts. A half-dozen of them were exploring the promising and pleasing world of 
Eleer. 


Those who were awake — Itharieth, Driaith, Katamerces — noted the first approach of doom 
with utter incomprehension. The camp was composed of a collection of portable hangars, which 
is to say, buildings of a fixed and definite shape, squat trapezoidal things high enough for an 
airplane or a dragon. Or rather, that is how they were built at the start of the evening. The three 
wakeful dragons noted that the hangars were leaning, curved as if they were somewhat molten 
and being blown by a strong wind. 


“That's quite odd and rather disturbing,” said Driaith to Itharieth. 


“More than that, by the Gorgon’s florgons!” cried Itharieth. “It is the very same architectural 
perversion that torments the cities of Narethy, come to us!” 


“And not just an architectural one,” said Driaith quietly. “Observe there, with dangersense.” 


“There” was some dozens of miles distant, but still it blared like grands of blazing trumpets to 
dangersense: a triumphant anthem, announcing boldly the advent of a power that could eat 
dragons the way a lion eats rats. It reared over the trees, more like a jellyfish than a stormcloud, 
indistinct and hideous. 


“We must wake everyone, and flee!” Itharieth reared and bugled his loudest. 


But what awoke everyone was far more unfortunate. A triangular projectile came from the 
still-distant danger, trailing a cord both nebular and intestinal. The projectile did not roar its 
danger: to dangersense, it seemed wholly safe, or more precisely, wholly absent. It fell into a 
hangar. 


Borybran howled in great pain, and Xilobrax next to him howled with horror. For the fall of the 
projectile had somehow impaled the deified dragon on a tall and heavy spar of woven titanium, 
spearing through his scales and his the Hoplonton without visible effort. Xilobrax assaulted the 
spar with lightnings and the best cleaving-spells physical magicology has to offer, and in a 
moment had cut it in half. With the strength of his body and the power of his levitation spells, he 
hoisted Borybran off of it. 


Now, having a two-foot spar rammed through one’s belly is a substantial injury for a dragon, no 
question of that. But it should not have been fatal, not beyond the Rose Rescaler, applied 
immediately, as Xilobrax did. The spar-hole vanished, and Borybran was whole again. But 
Boybran sank to the floor of his hangar, and moaned. 


And Xilobrax saw the theotonic glow of his deified lover, and more besides, swirl like water in a 
basin, and vanish into the long intestinal cord that had come with the spar. 


“Xilobrax!” Borybran’s voice was shredded and splintered. “Fly. Now. Back to Hove. Close the 
pathway behind you, and destroy the reach-scale!” 


“No! | shall not lose you thus!” roared Xilobrax, and cast mighty spells of healing and protection. 
But Borybran merely closed his eyes and died. 


Xilobrax decided to take Borybran at his word. He snatched such of his hoard (and/or 
Borybran’s) as was easily mobile, and fled for Hove. He did his expedition-mates the courtesy of 
producing a great deal of noise, and repeating Borybran’s final advice. 


Doom that Came to Narethy 2 


And the doom kneaded itself in the sky, fading into and out of visibility and danger-sensibility, 
chewing on the divinity and life of Borybran. A god-dragon seemed to be a large meal, even for 
it. 


That gave everyone but Borybran a few minutes to escape. Some people were more effective 
about it than others. 


The hovens, Mr. Kranbule and Mrs. Dasbrodie, at first had to shift for themselves. But 
Tultamaan snagged the former in his teeth, and swatted Evrath with his tail to compel him to 
rescue the latter as well. The undead did not bother to flee: they prostrated themselves before 
the still-distant doom. Undead have a peculiar relationship to existence. 


Driaith — to pick a typical dragon — glanced at the dangersense fanfare of the doom, and the 
astral scars marking Borybran’s death. In an instant he calculated what sort of defensive spell 
would give a dragon any chance of surviving a single strike: more than he could manage without 
a week’s labor and Lliashatheny-made tools. So he collected whatever treasures he could 
gather in the precisely seventy-two seconds he allowed himself, and then fled for the portal to 
Hove. 


He did not pass through. 


The End. 


Jaraswat — to pick an atypical dragon — started out in the typical way, in his hangar, tossing 
some of his hoard into a crate and hurrying to the portal. 


Itharieth, waiting by the portal-mouth, asked him, “You do not wish to be a linguist any more?” 
Jaraswat snapped, “What zenziz blithering are you blithering now?” 


“The wixio, surely you remember the wixio. By the Jhirstomater’s thermometer, | saw it late last 
night in the drawer of the cabinet in a science hangar!” Itharieth was, of course, wearing 
veriception blocks; but dragons, of course, almost never lie to each other. 


“Oh, horitoth eventuality! And | did not realize it had turned adorla!” And, so saying, Jaraswat set 
his crate down and rushed to the science hangars. Itharieth’s directions, which had seemed 
quite clear enough at the portal, proved terribly ambiguous: there were seven hangars the 
biologist might have meant, each of which was supplied with not quite enough cabinets, whose 
several drawers were not quite adequate hold all that must be held. 


So the first drawer he tried proved to contain an alembic and five graduated cylinders, shoved 
on top of the wixio-extracted sweaters he had put there. The alembic did him the disservice of 
shattering with a rather rude ‘pop!’, reminding him that scientific and magical instruments were 
quite overmatched by a dragon’s strength, and that it would do him no good to find the wixio by 
snapping it in half. 


So he was more careful with the second drawer, and shuffled through the jade stirring-rods and 
silver-plated charybdonna feathers that it unaccountably contained instead of the sound-holders 
he was sure were there, and the wixio that he thought might be. The third drawer was stuck on 
something, and he jiggled it warily for many valuable seconds, and finally clawed through the 
side of the cabinet. He nearly breathed the whole cabinet to destruction when he discovered 
that the drawer had jammed on Mr. Norb’s favorite mug, which had been lost months before Mr. 
Norb’s horrible demise. 


“Not that cabinet!” Jaraswat looked through another, and a third, and then thought that perhaps 
he might have left it in the hangar of the hhej8Shyant. Where he found Yarenton, who gave him 
a quick report. “Rhosmanthus and Nrusco are back from Eleer. The others are too far away to 
reach. Jyothky is not answering the venstroma, so we cannot talk to them now.” (I was, of 
course, asleep on Hove, and the venstroma has no sort of alerting or alarming.) “I do not wish to 
let the doom off of Narethy, | cannot wait for them.” He struck the hhej&Shyant in a point of 
particular vulnerability with his v6, destroying it and condemning four dragons to life in exile. 


“Oh, a bolob for that rollimer Rnhosmanthus and Nrusco the nipperlan! The wixio! Where is the 
wixio!” 


“| have no idea,” said Yarenton, and departed the hangar for the portal to Hove. 


“And what of the more Laggardly of the Dragons?” asked Tultamaan, who, with Itharieth, was 
keeping count. 


“Four are lost forever on Eleer. The rapist is searching around in the science hangars,” said 
Yarenton. “All others are here or on Hove.” 


“Let us go then!” said Tultamaan. Itharieth snatched Jaraswat’s crate, and the three of them fled 
to Hove. Where Tultamaan and Itharieth both struck the portal to Narethy, destroying it. 


And Itharieth extracted the wixio from his neck-scales, and tucked it into Jaraswat’s crate. 
And that was the end of the Hoven Royal Exploring Company's first expedition. 


L’Aprés-Doom 


L’Apres-Doom 


Ythac and | sat on a massive concrete bunker sort of thing, so we could tower effectively over 
the defendants: Tultamaan, Itharieth, Yarenton. Most of the rest of the remaining Exploring 
Company were somewhere or other within earshot. Katamerces, acting as their lawyer, stood by 
their side. 


“| put it to you that you conspired to murder Jaraswat, whom you hated for your own several 
reasons, by means of abandoning him to the doom of Narethy, which you know to be a 
dragon-killer due to it killed Borybran. How are you to responding?” | said. There is a special 
register of High Draconic for speech in a court of law, complete with its own full set of verb-forms 
which are not much like any other verb-forms in any universe anywhere. | do not know it very 
well. | started out using properly, but by the end | was verging on the ungrammatical in any 
register. 


“| put it back to You that we did not Discuss the Matter in Advance, or, as it happens, even at the 
Moment. | put it back to You that we have not the Slightest Clue or even the sight of the Purple 
Flag that might be on top of One as to whether Jaraswat is alive or Dead, triumphant or Dinner,” 
said Tultamaan. His capital letters indicated what we all knew — Jaraswat was probably dead 
and dinner, or soon to be. “So the Specific Charge of Conspiracy To Murder is Inaccurate.” 


“| put it to you, then, that you worked in concord to strand Jaraswat alone in a universe with a 
dragon-killing monster and no way to return to Hove or to dragon-worlds in general,” | said, 
getting the legal register sort of right. 


Yarenton twitched his wings. “I put it back to you that we are within the scope of lawful revenge, 
or nearly so. My life-mate, my urning spouse-equivalent, Fraxtseng was repeatedly subjected to 
ignominious occurrences by Jaraswat, compelled by physical might, blackmail, and academic 
coercion. So by the customs that apply to married dragons, | am allowed to revenge these 
trespasses against my spouse.” 


| frowned. “The situation is not wholly parallel.” Ythac started hissing, so | added, “It is not a 
matter of ordinary versus urning marriages. You and Fraxtseng are not, in fact married. Indeed, 
you are not a couple. You, Fraxtseng, and Questhraum are a triple. And not one consecrated by 
any sort of ceremony honored by law or custom.” 


“That's because there aren’t any. Ceremonies for triples, | mean,” said Yarenton. “I put it back to 
you that there should be such ceremonies. Indeed, they should apply to normal dragons as well 
as urnings. You yourself, plus Nrararn and Osoth, could be such a legally-hallowed triple.” 


Nrararn muttered, “Osoth and | are happy enough with our dragonesses. We have never found 
the need to bugger each other.” Loud enough for everydragon to hear, too. Sometimes he is 
beautiful but distinctly not useful. 


| breathed a very bright and very loud thunderbolt over the court-grounds. “We are here to 
consider the more-or-less murder of Jaraswat! Not invent another form of marriage!” 


Itharieth reared his head. “By the Law-Court’s Paw-Snorts! | put to you that |, alone, conspired 
to desert or destroy Jaraswat! | took the wixio from where he had left it, in a drawer of a cabinet 
in a science hangar, and set it upon Jaraswat that he might lose the wixio — and with it his 
already-shaky place in the respectability of science. And | destroyed the portal, so that Jaraswat 
would be trapped on Narethy with the doom.” 


Tultamaan snorted frost. “I had the Honor to destroy the Portal as well, in a Simultaneous Deed. 
With less of a cause than Yarenton or even Itharieth had. Perhaps | Imagined that | was 
Protecting Hove from a Wicked Scientist as well as the Doom of Narethy.” 


“| put it to you that you are all quite eager to claim credit for the imprisonment or destruction of 
Jaraswat,” | said. 


“By the Streulengnork’s Duelling-Fork, | shall fight Yarenton and Tultamaan for the right to stand 
trial alone!” exclaimed Itharieth. “And | do not claim any right of revenge, for all of his offenses 
against me were lawful and customary!” 


“| shall not engage in Duelling,” said Tultamaan. “Some of my defenses are Not Wholly 
Customary. | shall yield the matter to Itharieth, if it comes to that.” 


“Well, | shan’t,” snapped Yarenton. “I have the right of revenge, except for some legal 
laradiddles, and | claim before my husbands and the royalty of Hove that | have taken my 
revenge in full but customary measure!” 


L'Aprés-Doom 2 


“Well, they all did it together,” | said in a conversational register to Ythac. “I like trying dragons 
better than hovens — dragons own their crimes, take honor in them, and do not conceal them.” 


Yarenton the historian roared, “I put it back to you that Jaraswat is not such a dragon! He surely 
disposed of his assistant Ystron-Mhavrieth, whom | am sure he used in the same way that he 
used Fraxtseng! Yet he did not boast of it; he concealed it!” 


So we took a digression to remind or tell everyone the story of Ystron-Mhavrieth, the bachelor 
drake who was at one point Jaraswat’s assistant, and then vanished with a peculiar 
quasi-suicide note that was generally thought to have been written by Jaraswat himself. Since 
this was on Graulfnir, a bachelor drake counts for little, and one known to take drakes as lovers 
even less. So the matter was investigated poorly; nothing was volunteered, and nothing was 
proved. 


“Unfortunately Jaraswat is not on trial here,” | said. “Perhaps we should have tried him rather 
than make him Chief Scientist, and perhaps we should have tried him at any of various points 
during his less-than-wholly-benevolent career. But we did not, and, as he has been rendered 

unavailable forever or even longer, we are not going to.” 


“Still, his crimes are not Precisely Incidental to the matter,” said Tultamaan. “Our action against 
him may be considered a Preemptive Form of Justice, by which | mean, the Frequently Unjust 
Justice that is Vigilante Justice.” 


“Justice or not, we do not execute dragons by throwing them haphazardly to doom-monsters,” | 
noted. 


“No. We take a protracted and vicious approach to it, making sure that the criminal cannot be 
healed back to life by repeatedly killing them and healing them back to life until it does not work 
any more,” said Itharieth. “Borybran died quickly; | daresay Jaraswat may as well.” 


“To summarize, then: you three admit to luring Jaraswat away from the portal to Hove, and then 
slamming the portal behind him, with the intent that either he should be exiled forever or, more 
likely, be killed by the Doom of Narethy. This in response to a long sequence of insults, assaults, 
rapes, and malfeasance on his part.” 


“Yes” — “By the Grontho’s prontho, exactly!” — “You seem to have been Listening to our Trial.” 


Ythac and | had been passing notes back and forth by the Horizonal Quill, and come up with a 
good idea. “So, we sentence you to a year of complicated labor. Jaraswat has deprived any 
number of small people of their language, but their speech can be restored if they wear the 
garment that their linguistic ability has been woven into. Your punishment is to restore as many 
of his victims as is possible within the space of a standard draconic year.” 


(Aside: “Standard Draconic Year” because | might have meant a Hoven year (much shorter) or a 
Graulfnir year (somewhat shorter), or possibly some other kind.) 


“By the Gorllama’s pyjamas, | shall be glad to!” roared Itharieth. Obnoxious and useless lizard! 
Didn’t he know it was supposed to be a punishment? 


Yarenton and Tultamaan had the good sense to look put-upon. 


* 
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Many of Jaraswat’s research materials were in storage on Hove, including a substantial fashion 
line of linguistic sweaters. Jaraswat’s scientific precision was at least sufficient so that he 
indexed each sweater with a modicum of biographic information: the victim’s name, social rank, 
place of origin, place of residence when the sweater was taken, a sketch of the life-history 
emphasizing linguistically significant events such as foreign companions or changes of home. 
This information was a dozen years out of date, if not three dozen, but they served in many 
cases, like this: 


The Restoral of Kurbin-da-Brodief 


The Restoral of Kurbin-da-Brodief 


Itharieth presented himself at the castle of the dragons who ruled Zelmary (one of the less 
civilized parts of Chiriact), offering them a modest tribute as is suitable for a bachelor of no 
particular rank or wealth. They granted him permission to go hither and thither to find and 
restore Jaraswat’s victims, though they were perplexed and amused by his reasons. 


The Barabondo of the Liginitssa tribe greeted him when landed after circling their village 
twice. They were green and shaggy chirs, and they played a fanfare-to-dragons on a 
battered but functional phonograph. “A narpan it is to welcome you to Liginitssa!” 


“And a kendipan it is to accept your welcome!” said Itharieth, who had learned the 
language (by the Spilling of the Speech) and the customs (by paying attention) to some 
degree. 


“We hereby politely and servilely emit servile politenesses!” said the Barabondo tribal 
Officials, in various phrasings. 


“| hereby politely and in-a-low-degree-of-rulership-ly accept them!” said Itharieth, just as 
often and variously. 


“Well, then, what brings you here?” said the officials. 


“| have here the linguistic competence of one Kurbin-da-Brodief, which was ripped away 
from her by the dragon Jaraswat, on such-and-such a date quite a long time ago, in this 
very town. | have a wide variety of corroborating details and identifying information, in 
case there is any doubt about who is meant. | wish to restore it to her.” 


“No need for details, no need! Brodief the Brainless is in the town jail, she has been for 
octades!” (Evidently grand-years of dragon rule on Chiriact has not yet persuaded the 
chirs of the superiority of duodecimal.) 


“Why is she in jail?” asked Itharieth. 


“She kept pilfering things! Food mainly. She’d get into the street and stop traffic, and she 
bit people who tried to get her to safety. In the mating season she attempted rape of other 
women’s husbands. Oh, we know what happened to her, but there was no keeping her 
safe — or anyone else safe from her — while she was free.” 


“She kept pilfering things! Food mainly. She’d get into the street and stop traffic, and she 
bit people who tried to get her to safety. In the mating season she attempted rape of other 


women’s husbands. Oh, we know what happened to her, but there was no keeping her 
safe — or anyone else safe from her — while she was free.” 


“Have you no mental asylums or other such care facilities?” demanded Itharieth. 


“We have none. Our far wealthier neighbors-twice-removed do, but could we take her from 
such family and friends as she could manage to have?” 


"Does she have any? ... | suppose it does not matter any more. | have, should all go well, 
brought the means to restore her. Bring her forth! Rather, bring me to the prison,” Itharieth 
shrank to the size of a large chir. 


The Restoral of Kurbin-da-Brodief 2 


Kurbin-da-Brodief was kept in a small cell, with no amenities or recreations, “Not even a 
bucket for excretion; she did not use it. We need to hose the cell out every day, and her 
too. We use warm water scented with the season’s flowers, we are not cruel about it. She 
seems to enjoy it.” Kurbin herself was ill-made for a chir, her carapace unpainted, her fur 
long and messy, her tail lashing around rather than held in a caste-appropriate attitude. 
She shrank away from the sight of the dragon. 


Itharieth produced the two-necked chir-shaped sweater that had been made from her. 
Kurbin lunged for it, reaching between the wooden slats of her cell, trying to snatch it from 
his forepaw. “Odd that lacking all chir manners, she accepts a gift with good draconic 
manners. Or none at all. Hard to tell those apart sometimes...” 


He relinquished the sweater to her, and she threw herself into it in a passion. It merged 
immaterially with her flesh, so that her chitin looked somehow fuzzy, but was smooth to 
the touch. “I have words again — What happened to me? | did not follow any pink 
mushrooms, the moon was not fogged.” 


“A former colleague of mine compelled you to sleep, then stole much of your mind. We 
have, at length, punished him for his misdeeds, and are repairing what | can.” 


She made obeisance to him, in the forms that all chirs are taught in the first year of their 
gradeschool. (All small people on all dragon-worlds, though the form varies from world to 
world. On my birth-world Mhel, classes practice every other day in front of a glittering 
paper-maché monster, made annually by the fifth-form art students.) 


Then she looked at herself. “Ah, | have become old.” 


The prison-master dipped her head. “It is such-and-such a year, in the season of 
insect-hatching.” 


“Ah! | have missed half my life, then, and spent it naked and in prison.” 


“| summon garments for you; you are free to go,” said a tribal official. 
“My fiancé, my sister, my cult-twins ... ?” 


“Your fiancé married a woman of the Telebondo two years after you were ... robbed. Your 
sister owns a bakery on the central square, and eleven slaves to tend it. | myself am your 
cult-twin Nirwanth-ere-Chakts, now fifteen degree in the cult and considerably older and 
fatter than | was during our initiation, and eager to give you all the purifications and 
elevations you have missed,” said another. 


“Oh, Nirwanth!” she cried, and the two embraced dearly. 


“Half a life is better than none,” mused Itharieth. “And it is good for her that she was 
restored in her home city; | must do that whenever | can.” He stayed another half-day, 
which is to say, long enough to accept certain items of gratitude-tribute from the 
Barabondo. By the time he left, his visit was being called a tablistica. 


The Restoration of Ystron-Mhavrieth 


The Restoration of Ystron-Mhavrieth 


When Jaraswat’s crate was unpacked, a small and well-shielded niobium casket proved to 
contain a dragon-shaped sweater with a grand of neck-holes indicating as many 
languages spoken. There was no further information on it, but whose could it be but 
Jaraswat’s vanished student Ystron-Mhavrieth? 


And where could Ystron-Mhavrieth be? 


Tultamaan interviewed Lhury, the detective who had investigated Ystron-Mhavrieth’s 
vanishment. 


“| understand that the Evidence you found was Incomplete. It was Inferior. It was not All It 
Might Be. If it were a dragon, it would be Myself,” said Tultamaan. 


“Yes. Exactly,” snapped Lhury. 
“Might further Evidence be of Any Use to the Investigation that is surely Ongoing?” 


“There is no ongoing investigation. Nobody cares anymore what became of some unwise 
perverted bachelor drake who plotted against his mentor,” said Lhury. “Nor should they.” 


“As it happens, Bachelor Drakes are the citizens of the world | have the Honor to call 
Home. The more Perverted and Unwise, it seems, the Better. From which you may 


Conclude whatever you Like. Well, Jaraswat is Dead or Gone Forever, or perhaps both at 
once. So it is About time to collect Ystron-Mhavrieth.” 


“Dead, you say?” Lhury glared at Tultamaan with the painful glare that some 
light-breathing dragons develop. “Tell me of the circumstances of his death, and the 
evidence.” 


So Tultamaan did, though he somehow minimized his own role in the affair and left off the 
other dragons’ names. 


“| shan’t re-open the investigation. It was futile before, and after such time has passed, it 
shall be more futile,” snapped Lhury. 


“Then you must have no further Need of any records or other Notes you may have taken 
during the investigation,” said Tultamaan, who had probably plotted the whole 
conversation. “So there is no Obstacle to providing me with them.” 


“| suppose not,” snapped Lhury. “Here, take them, and pester me no more about one of 
my rare failures in detection!” 


* 
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Lhury’s notes and clues were meagre enough. The greatest dragon detective was not 
much of a detective. 


Tultamaan was more of one. He reasoned that Jaraswat would likely have put 
Ystron-Mhavrieth into some uninhabited world — uninhabited by dragons at least — or 
else Ystron-Mhavrieth would have been found long since. This could have been wrong in 
various ways: there are binding-spells and secret vaults, and disintegration-spells for that 
matter. But we do not think Jaraswat had mastered such potent magics. Basic travel spells 
are far more routine. 


So, then, what non-dragon worlds would Jaraswat have been able to get reach-scales for? 
That was a small number indeed, for reach-scales to non-dragon worlds are rarely kept. 
Lhury’s investigation was not so cursory as to leave off tracking Jaraswat’s movements in 
the weeks before the vanishment, and Jaraswat did visit the Auxiliary Archives of the 
Royal Graulfnir Society of Sciences and Magics — and again in the week after the 
vanishment. 


Which, when Tultamaan explored it, proved to be a large shed full of an assortment of 
scientific and magical detritus insufficiently interesting to be presented in the official 
Archives of that noble Society. It is catalogued unenthusiastically by some second-rate 
and severely bored graulf archivists. The visit of a dragon investigating a famous unsolved 
crime woke them up, and they tracked down the four reach-scales present in the Auxiliary 


Archives. One of them was in a distinctly claw-raked wooden box, scarred as if a dragon 
had clumsily tried to open it. Tultamaan started with that, and ended with that, too. 


Tomblero, so designated by one of the few dragons who chose to visit it, is a Basic Ball in 
the middle of an ice age. It is cold. It is not wholly uninhabitable. The equatorial sea, 
unfrozen, supports a quite healthy ecosystem of fishes and octopoids. The scattering of 
un-iced islands and corner of a continent support a classical ecology of tall leafy trees and 
large fish-eating lizards. 


One of whom was the delinguisticated Ystron-Mhavrieth, whom Tultamaan duly 
relinguisticated. 


We have two rather divergent stories of what happened after that. Ystron-Mhavrieth simply 
says that he thanked Tultamaan with all the dignity and honor one gives to a drake who 
has just rescued one from a terrible fate. Tultamaan says that Ystron-Mhavrieth offered 
Certain One-Sided Erotic Recreations, and if he (Tultamaan) were going to indulge himself 
with drakes, he has far closer friends and former colleagues in the Expedition that he 
would ask first. 


Ystron-Mhavrieth did move to Hove — where else? — and spent a great long while trading 
Jaraswat stories and semen with certain survivors of the company. 


The Obvious Arrangement 


The Obvious Arrangement 


Itharieth and Psajathrion were flying wings-and-wings over the Knamrou mountains on 
Trest. 


And Itharieth said, “I have a request to make of you, Psajathrion, and | hope you will not 
take it amiss. For it is a request with some difficulties and complexities attached to it. Not 
just attached to its granting, by the Lermon’s sermons! To the asking as well!” 


“Well, if it is the sort of request which induces the scale-boil, | know how to prepare an 
ointment quite effective against it. And if it is the sort of request which scores the tongue of 
the requester, | have excellent healing-spells as well. And if it is the sort of request which 
summons a flying turnip-demon from the Realm of Excessive Dread, why, then, you shall 
attack it from the right, and | from the left, and we will fight it off as best we may, or die 
together trying.” The last few clauses as much as say that Psajathrion knew what Itharieth 
was going to ask, and would assent to it. 


“Well, ahem, yes,” said Itharieth, presumably much heartened. “You and | have made 
somewhat a passtime or recreation of tending, informally, to the lives of the small people 
in this or that world. | wonder if you would be at all interested in a more formal 


arrangement by which we would assume responsibility, in the eyes of dragons at least, for 
some moderate region of Hove. They have a number of fascinating endemic biomedical 
concerns, you know — of which those mind-controlling parasitic worms must be reckoned 
first.” 


“The prospect holds a considerable scientific and medical interest to me, | will say! But 
how would we get such a territory?” asked Psajathrion, just as if he had no clue about the 
answer. 


“Well, there is only one reasonable way, by Jyothky’s riothkee!” (I don’t have one.) “And 
that is if we should marry ourselves to one another,” said Itharieth. 


“H’m. Did you say ‘marry’, Ithareith? You are aware, | trust, that we are both drakes, and in 
any event we have not been on a mating flight together?” said Psajathrion. 


“What? No, no — by which of course | mean yes — that is — Hoven customs — and the 
exploring company!” blithered Itharieth. 


“Yes, precisely. How could | forget such things? Yes, | shall marry you, Itharieth,” said 
Psajathrion. 
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And the ceremony was performed about two months later. | gave them as territory a large 
slice of Damma, complete with eleven quite diverse ecologies and any number of 
unpleasant indigenous diseases. That should keep them happy for a few gross-years. 


Everyone has asked me if Itharieth and Psajathrion are lovers. 
So | asked them, “Are you lovers?” 


“We have nothing exceptional to report in that regard,” said Psajathrion. 


“By the Skyandrope’s plyanthrope, the situation is arranged quite as we wish it!” exclaimed 
Itharieth. 


“But everyone is asking me what the details of that arrangement are,” | said. 
“| imagine you explain to them that you do not know,” said Itharieth. 


“| do! And they uniformly demand that | put to you the question,” | said. 


“And of course the Queen of the Dragons of Hove holds her office largely to satisfy the 
prurient — or imprurient, as the case may be — interests of her subjects,” said Itharieth. 


“Well, | admit that | am curious as well.” 
Psajathrion “%-spread his wings. “Excellent.” 
“Excellent?” | asked. 


“Curiousity indicates a continued vitality of the higher and more abstract regions of the 
psyche,” said Psajathrion. 


“And it would be a poor act of medicine if your curiosity were extinguished, by the 
Glycolisist’s psychologist! Fortunately Psajathrion is an excellent physician, and, for such 
professional reasons, will do nothing of the sort!” added his husband. 


So | don’t know if their marriage involves any sort of copulation or body-play, or not. But 
they certainly cooperate quite well, and love each other quite well too. 


Stranded on Eleer 


Stranded on Eleer 


«| have terrible news for you,» | told Vaareng. «A vast monster arose and destroyed the 
base camp. Two dragons are dead, and the rest are fled back to Hove. And the portals are 
destroyed: you are stranded on Eleer.» 


Vaareng had a great deal to say about that. To his credit, he started with, «What of 
Driaith?» 


«Driaith is unhurt, and on Hove. Borybran and Jaraswat are dead, or close enough.» 


The rest of his conversation was not worth recording. Then he told Mirinxan, Xilobrax, and 
Nrusco, each of whom wanted to express their opinions of the situation to me. | regret to 
say that these opinions were not entirely and uniformly pleased. 


After a few weeks they calmed down, and decided to make the most of their predicament 
by conquering and ruling the best part of Eleer. 


Eleer is a Predictable Platelet, a barely-tilted plane (loosely 1/12th of a degree) two 
hundred and fourteen thousand miles in diameter. One of the largest we saw, which alone 
made it worth having six dragons out exploring it. The linear sun which twirled in the sky 


above it had a delightful Iluyew. The air was fresh and clean, and full of vast numbers of 
tasty birds. The greater part of the landscape was low hills or cute mountains, nicely 
forested (with giant ferns and herbs — the local botany had not discovered lignum, and 
thus there was nothing tree-like.) 


The eleg themselves were the main rot in the roast. They are not too bright. 


To be sure, they are smarter than any other native thing living on Eleer. And they are quite 
smart enough to set up little farming villages, to fight off all the predators with their spears 
and clubs and arrows, to sew animal hides or the big leathery leaves of the ixops plants 
into clothing. Most small people spend a few gross-years at this degree of technology 
before clumping up into cities, inventing monumental architecture and writing and 
mathematics and law codes and musical scales and religion and beer-making and all the 
things that transform life from a way to pass the time until death into a vibrant and civilized 
experience. Or an amazing pit of misery, if you’re the wrong person. Civilized societies 
rarely manage to be kind. 


The eleg, at least, managed to be kind. They had lived in their little villages for 
grand-years, lots of them — grosses of them, maybe. 


Which is not precisely true. Once in a while some quirk of the weather or seeds gave them 
enough extra food in one place to multiply and have a village grow to a little city in size. 
That sort of thing was enough for chirs or hovens or other typically-bright small people to 
invent civilization. The eleg didn’t invent anything. They just blinked in confusion as their 
ill-placed latrines spread diseases, as their government-by-universal-agreement could 
never get universal agreement and never made anything happen, as the luck that had 
given them a good harvest vanished and their city starved back to village size. 


Stranded On Eleer, 2 


“So we are agreed, that we shall conquer Eleer and rule it, as four equal kings, each with 
primacy over a quarter of the world in case disputes arise,” said Vaareng in summary. The 
other three ’4-spread their wings in assent. Vaareng, the least artful of the four, had been 
chosen as the chairdrake by universal (viz. fourfold) acclamation. 


So, how to do that? 


“The eleg are stupid, weak-minded, weak-willed. Let us simply alight in a village — any 
village — Cwukment is near to hand and will serve. We proclaim that we rule Cwukment 
and all Eleer. Then we see what challenges arise against us, and defeat them. Probably 
with a sneeze of breath or a flick of the tail,” said Vaareng. 


“As our chairdrake, we grant you the honor of doing so first,” said Mirinxan, who knew 
Vaareng’s weaknesses well. 


“| shall do so, triumphantly!” cried Vaareng, and took wing for Cwukment. 


Cwukment was a circle of sod huts where eleg families lived. In the center of the circle are 
a few more sod huts, built as large as sod huts can be built: storehouses, leatherworks, 
stoneworks, millery, shrine, and the village hall where meetings are held and all important 
matters decided. So at the start of the work-shift (Eleer’s linear sun is not useful for 
chopping time into days), Vaareng landed in his full drakely glory next to the village hall, 
and roared out, “Eleg, come forth!” 


Which certainly got him a substantial audience of grosses of eleg in a matter of minutes. 


Vaareng explained to his new subjects, “Il am a dragon,” There is no eleg word for dragon, 
so he said it Petty Draconic. “A mighty creature from beyond the sky, one of four who have 
come to Eleer. We hereby declare that we are the rulers of your world. You shall do us 
homage, and obey us. We will raise you up from your simple and rude way of living, and 
you shall become noble and glorious and in all ways fit to be our subjects!” 


The eleg peered at him, perplexed. 


Vaareng tried again. “I am a dragon. My brothers and | rule Eleer. You are our subjects. 
You must obey us and honor us. We will treat you well and make you great.” 


The eleg peered at him some more. (I never got a clear description of what the eleg look 
like, beyond “They're Basic Bipeds and not very interesting to see.” (They smell incredible, 
by the way. They communicate by scent as much as by language, and their 
scent-repertoire has a gross of basic notes and endless variations and combinations. 
Dragons can perceive all these scents. We do not have the instinctive understanding of 
them that eleg have, though the Word-Fox can explain them. We can only produce them 
by means of illusion spells or other artifice, and not easily.)) 


Vaareng tried once more. “I am a dragon. | rule you now.” 


The eleg yelped, finally understanding him. (Honestly the eleg are not quite as stupid as 
this makes them seem. They communicate by scent as much as sound. Vaareng was not 
puffing forth a vapor that foundationed his words. His actual scent, of proud and excited 
drake, was incomprehensible to the eleg; the most they could get out of it was some 
perplexing gibberish involving horseshoe crabs, concern for carnivores seeing out 
fertilized eggs, and perhaps something about milling.) 


“Ah, you are a dragon. You rule us now,” said the eleg, and started filing into their village 
hall. 


“Wait, where are you going?” demanded Vaareng. 


“This is a matter for the village,” said an eleg. 


Vaareng, having no particular idea what might be going on, let them process, discuss, and 
recess back into the square. It took a small fraction of an hour. The eleg announced to 
him, “You are not a dragon. You do not rule us now.” They started going back to their 
ordinary lives of farming, stonework, milling, leatherwork, and so on. 


Vaareng picked up one at random. “I am mighty! | am a vast and powerful monster, | could 
crush you or bite you and make you die! | command powers that could burn Cwukment to 
ashes in a moment, without effort! You must surrender before me, or | will destroy you!” 


The eleg looked perplexed. 
Vaareng tried again. “Obey, or | will kill you.” 


The eleg smelled complicated. Vaareng used the Word-Fox: fear, of course; denial, an 
urgent need to do ordinary chores, a resigned assertion that things must never change. 


Vaareng sneered, “Last chance.” 

The captive eleg thrashed miserably. 

Vaareng bit its left ear off. 

“| obey now!” wailed the eleg. “What must | do?” 
Vaareng had no good answer for that. 


Cwukment collectively decided that, while Vaareng did not rule the village, he would 
punish anyone who disobeyed him, so obedience was perhaps a good approach. 


Breeding Program 


Breeding Program 


“The eleg are stupid,” said Nrusco. 


“This has been noticed already,” said Vaareng. “Your simple proclamation does not do 
justice to the full matter. The eleg are not simply stupid. They are voluminously stupid, 
fluorescently stupid, pyroclastically stupid.” 


“Yet they have invented bows and arrows, sewing, and basic agriculture,” said Nrusco. 


“They have achieved the barest minimum of technology that one could achieve and be 
considered to have any technology at all,” said Vaareng. 


“But they are too stupid to do so,” said Nrusco. 


“What? Are you saying that some off-world power came and taught them these things? 
And, being too stupid, they forgot to mythologize it? Or are you saying that they used to be 
smarter but degenerated somehow?” cried Vaareng. 


“Those are possible, | suppose. More likely, the occasional eleg is born somewhat smarter 
than the others, by chance, and invents a thing,” said Nrusco. 


“Ah. But would not the inexorable process of evolution quickly concentrate and amplify 
their intellect?” 


“Only if it were a reproductive advantage to be smart. Given that eleg seem to form 
exclusive pair bonds, it is not clear that a bit of intellect helps them reproduce. So 
evolution has no wind to ride,” said Nrusco. 


“A pity. They are horrible company,” said Vaareng. 


“We could provide it a wind. We could, say, kill off the stupidest of the adults. We could 
provide healing only for the smartest. We could institute a program of selective breeding, 
where the smartest marry the smartest, and the stupidest are sterilized,” said Nrusco. 


“This would take quite a long time to work,” said Vaareng. 


“We are going to be here for quite a long time,” said Nrusco. “We might as well do 
something that could give us some long-term benefit.” 


“Very well. | shall do my part in this cultivation of the eleg!” cried Vaareng. 


Ethical Considerations of Selective Breeding 


There are serious ethical issues involved in doing a large-scale selective breeding 
program of intelligent persons. Especially killing off the stupidest ones. (Practical 
considerations too — | never got a good answer about how they measured intelligence. 
Badly, probably: it’s a slippery thing to measure under the best of circumstances, and their 
circumstances are close to the worst.) 


But if the four drakes ever thought about the ethical issues, or considered for a moment 
that mass slaughter of the idiots was a matter one might reasonably have second thoughts 
about, they never told me, even when | asked directly. 


Nor did most draconic readers of early drafts of this text. Csirnis and Itharieth did, of 
course, and Nrararn too, for which | am surprised and delighted. 


But on the whole we are a vicious and horrible species. Me as much as any other dragon. 


Romance among Drakes 


Romance among Drakes 


Mirinxan found Vaareng alone on a hilltop, eating a large breath-broiled beast. 
“Vaareng!” he called, circling above him. “I have for you a question!” 
Vaareng looked up. “Perhaps | will have an answer for it, and perhaps not.” 


“You will, for the question is this — will you marry me?” demanded Mirinxan. Such is 
romance among drakes.(°) 


(°) Most of my readers and informants demanded that | take that sentence 
out, or modify it considerably. Instead | provide this footnote, stating that, in 
fact, romance among drakes is a highly variable topic. 


“What? Why?” burbled Vaareng, failing to find a good answer. 


“Because you are the most handsome and horny of the three dragons | am stranded here 
with, and the other two have pretty much decided to get married to each other. Plus you 
and | have some history working out romantic issues already.” 


Vaareng thought a moment. “I was under the impression you didn’t like me very much.” 


Mirinxan shrugged. “I didn’t. You are vain and stupid. You are also pretty, teachable, and 
— this is exceedingly important — available. For my part | am pretty, able to teach, and 
available, and more or less your only choice unless you want to twine with eleg. And, as 
they have exclusive pair-bonds, you would have to marry one.” 


“| suppose that’s true. | imagine | could get used to you as a wi...a husband. | like you 
better than Meliavras, the dragoness | was expecting to win in my mating flight. And we 
have some practice in tolerating each other. Just don’t try to win any more sapphires off of 
me! They'll be coming out of your own hoard too.” 


Mirinxan laughed, more intently than the shared joke called for. “And you are not wholly 
vain or wholly stupid, especially compared to the eleg.” 


“Oh, Driaith used the same methods on me that we are using on the eleg,” said Vaareng. 
”... But we are instituting a selective breeding program on the eleg,” said Mirinxan. 


“Exactly!” cried Vaareng. “Now come here this instant and selectively breed with me!” 


“Oh!” said Mirinxan, and complied. 


Aftermath 


As of now (about six standard years later), they’re still a mated couple, and treating each 
other rather like a normal husband and wife of six years. Normal draconic ones, of course. 
They are learning to enjoy each others’ non-copulatory company in small doses, and they 
have been practicing fighting side by side in much detail. Not that there’s much for 
dragons to fight on Eleer. 


The Final Judgment 


The Final Judgment 


“Well, that didn’t go nearly as badly as | was expecting,” said Quel Quen, when all things 
had been discussed and analyzed and understood. “When are the survivors going back 
out?” 


(They mostly weren't. But we had sixty-eight applicants for the next expedition, when they 
saw that it actually was a chance for honor and marriage.) 


The End 


